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n life everything would be best if we could do things twice: a 

badly negotiated turn that ends against a cypress, an 

insufficiently prepared exam that handicaps our Destiny, an 

overly exciting blind-date that perpetuates itself in enslaving 
motherhood... But that's not always true. To be convinced of this, 
it is enough to count the number of marriages, or matrimonial 
unions in general, that men and women must live throughout their 
lives in this twenty-first century: three on average; not to mention 
the multitude of abortive trials that usually end in the ditches of 
life. Arthur's story will convince us of this. 


Arthur was a brilliant Vancouver lawyer. For the first ten 
years of his life, he had fought for the province's Workers' Com- 
pensation Board'. To be more precise, he tried, using a thousand 
subterfuges, odious tricks, unworthy ambushes, and cruel decep- 
tions, to prevent victims of industrial accidents from receiving the 
compensation to which they were entitled under the parsimonious 
Provincial Labour Code. This legislation has been shaped and 
twisted over the years by the avaricious hands of hard-liner capi- 
talists. Business leaders, constantly wary of being held hostage by 
a lazy man who claimed an illegal pension for disabled workers, 
paid this government office every year, whose role was to flush out 
fraudsters. As a result, this extreme mistrust meant that real people 
mutilated from work could not get any help, not only because of 
these cheaters who plagued the system, but also because of some 


‘Also called WCB (Worker's Compensation Board) 
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ruthlessly rapacious bosses who shamelessly used the abuses of 
some as a pretext to deprive the real victims of their rights to fair 
and decent compensation. Certainly, Arthur had sometimes seen 
under a porch exhaling smells of urine and turd, some misshapen 
and foul-smelling tramp, and felt responsible for the decline of this 
man or woman. So, he quickly turned his head so as not to risk 
being recognized by the vagabond, and he drove from his mind all 
those ideas too subversive for his soul and destructive for his ego. 


It was under the incessant assaults of this unformulated inner 
devaluation, which plagued his honor with guilt and mortified his 
vanity of having become a fallen lawyer, that he decided one day 
to redeem himself. He wanted to rebuild his pride in the old oath, 
now misguided, of defender of the widow and the orphan; an ideal 
long drowned in the flood of easy money that neither the widow 
nor the orphan usually possess. 


Now highly experienced in the perverse tricks implemented 
by the Workers' Compensation Board, which spent eight-tenths of 
its budget on legal fees to muzzle victims and strip them of their 
human rights, he could easily thwart traps and deceptions. Armed 
with this mountain of knowledge of various and varied tricks, he 
left the CAT and set up his own business, but this time to protect 
"the widow and the orphan" whose life had been ruined by a work 
accident, even if his Oath of Ethics no longer made it an ideal for 
the last five decades, eaten away and disfigured by the greedy 
Globalism that the Great International Financiers had erected as 
the Supreme Deity. 


Given his ultimate goal of protecting the victims of work ac- 
cidents, it was an apotheosis for his ego, because he earned a very 
good living defending the penniless, just as other pseudo-humani- 
tarians participate in lavish banquets for the benefit of hunger in 
the world. This allowed him to appear ostensibly as a Las Casas, a 
Gandhi, a Mandela or a Louis Riel, while advantageously lining 
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his own pockets... 
e 


In his fights for or against Justice, Arthur had been so Mach- 
iavellian that when he decided to split from his girlfriend Julie, 
everyone, relatives and friends included, was of the opinion that 
the young woman "was going to lose her blouse". But nothing is 
ever certain. The butcher always ends up eating the residues of his 
meat and the shoemaker being the worst shod in the village. Arthur 
may have fought like a lion, distorted the Truth, biased the clearest 
interpretation, discredited the prosecution witnesses, slanted the 
minds of the jurors and influenced those of the judges, but no mat- 
ter how much he made every effort that would be considered mer- 
itorious if they had not been motivated by the most cunning rapac- 
ity, he had to submit to paying Julie the most royal alimony. 


To exacerbate his immense rage, the young woman's booty 
under Canadian law was supplemented by half of Arthur's bank 
assets and investments, which some financial institutions had hid- 
den in tax havens secretly controlled by the shrewd Kingdom of 
Great Britain in order to encourage tax evasion by other nations for 
its benefit. Thus, it would put an end to Arthur's occult accounts 
that had hitherto eluded the Canadian bloodhounds of taxation, 
generally notorious for their intransigence with modest citizens 
and for their manifest complacency with the wealthiest. 


Julie congratulated herself on having carefully noted, as a 
preventive measure, all the illegal accounts which sheltered these 
fraudulent funds as well as the illicit investments intended to con- 
stitute a comfortable pension in favor of her partner. Long before 
breaking her affair, she had opened a "Heritage" file that high- 
lighted all the property of her companion so as not to find herself 
as devoid as the cicada when the kiss of dissensions, clashes, and 
finally, the break, would inevitably begin to blow. 
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More than the fraudulent investments, the couple's primary 
residence remained the most obvious, unbreakable stumbling 
block. Neither antagonist wanted to abandon it to the other. This 
royal residence took on the air of a mansion with its four Ionian 
columns surmounted by an architrave carved with Greco-Roman 
motifs. The whole framed a monumental entrance door that oper- 
ated electrically. It was one of those private "cathedrals" in which 
the nouveau riche like to take up residence to convince themselves 
that they have risen far from the populace, far above ordinary mor- 
tals. 


For Julie and Arthur, the early kiss began to blow into a 
storm. The whole thing was now to know WHO was going to keep 
this magnificent property of White Rock, spacious as a basilica, 
whose large bays seemed peacefully dreaming while contemplat- 
ing the vast Gulf of Semiahmoo. Julie, who had already earned a 
comfortable alimony as well as half of the impressive pension 
funds of her ex-companion, wanted, of course to appropriate it with 
the most eminent bad faith in the world, even if this manor house 
had long been part of the patrimony of her ex-partner. His grand- 
father had built it at great expense in 1914. He had received the 
land free of charge as a subscription bonus to BC-Magazine'. With 
death in her soul, Julie had been forced to give up this panorama 
that, obviously, she could never afford again. She loved to scan the 
Pacific Ocean in the spring and fall to follow the whales and sperm 
whales that buzzed between the Hawaiian Islands and Alaska. 
These gigantic animals stopped in the bay, before his eyes, to eat 
on the shoals and to take some rest, while their calves blew all 
around their sighs of steam. 


Without any press, her eyes coldly riveted on the sea so 
deeply blue, which sheep, here and there, in toupees of silver foam, 


The ancestor of today's BC Magazine appeared in 1907. It ceased publication during the First World War, in 1915. 
The magazine distributed (as a subscription bonus) land in White Rock, which today is worth millions of dollars. 
The goal was to populate the Canada-US. border. 
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Julie was desperately looking for the fabulous way to appropriate 
this residence. At times, she packed with spite some personal be- 
longings in cardboard boxes, trunks, and suitcases that she had had 
the premonition to keep from the very beginning of her affair with 
Arthur, in case ... She knew full well that in our rapidly decaying 
post-industrial society, marriages lasted statistically only a few 
short years. Passion burned as fast as a brush fire—in a few 
weeks—followed by a routine that perverted into quarrels and then 
separation. Certainly, their dog Coco, who hated arguments be- 
tween his parents, invested in affectionate cuddles as soon as their 
voices took flight; But he had become accustomed to it too, with 
despair. 


Within these immense crowds, abandoned by disoriented 
gods who demand irrational acts from their overly gullible servants, 
everyone tries to enjoy earthly life to the fullest before sinking into 
Nothingness in the absence of the Garden of Delights once prom- 
ised. This is the new dogma. Everything must be done to ensure 
that this existence without return is crowned with success and hap- 
piness. In the case of a separation, you have to be intelligent and 
offensive by giving the impression that you are content to be de- 
fensive like a poor victim. Formerly the Destiny of each one 
flowed like "a long peaceful river". Divorce was so problematic to 
obtain and so reprehensible in everyone's mind, that one had to in- 
vent a good pretext of submission to suffer all one's life the strait- 
jacket of marriage. Religions, always fertile in the art of affliction 
and resignation, used and abused Paradise and eternal Hell to tame 
and subjugate the naysayers and the stubborn. They attributed a 
profitable and salutary spiritual value to the injustice, suffering and 
misfortune suffered by the poor, when they agreed not to revolt 
against the established order. 


Immersed in these subversive thoughts, Julie spent a good 
hour a day packing her things while trying to make this operation 
last as long as possible in order to enjoy this panorama that made 
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both her heart sing and her melancholy moan. At times sighed his 
beautiful breasts which had cost him dearly to implant but which 
had largely contributed to obtain all these spoils of divorce. The 
investment had been profitable one hundred to one. 


But it was necessary to resolve to pass under the pitchforks 
of Justice and movers who came one morning to take away his per- 
sonal belongings and the few pieces of furniture that belonged to 
him in the title. It was after they left that Julie pulled out of a paper 
bag some ingredients to cook her last rich man's meal at White 
Rock: shrimp, caviar, lobsters; all washed down with half a bottle 
of the wonderful nectar of Veuve Clicquot Champagne, each sip of 
which evoked in his mind an aroma of paradise. Comfortably 
seated in the center of the large balcony, she slowly savored the 
panorama as well as the seafood, lulled by the languid modulations 
of Tchaikovsky's Swan Lake. She saw herself with the face of poor 
Odette, whose beauty was second to none in this world, and she 
was pursued by her cruel concubine in the guise of the sorcerer Von 
Rothbart, who had sworn to turn her into a wild swan. 


When she had pampered her palate with all these voluptuous 
delights, she fell again in the contemplation of the magnificent Bay 
of Semiahmoo, bordered by hills with maternal rounds, multicol- 
ored houses, dark green coniferous forests, which would be re- 
flected in this fragment of Pacific Ocean bluer than the sky. This 
liquid gulf appeared to him like an ancient cup filled with a divine 
beverage. There, far away, shortly before the Canada-US. border 
line marked by buoys, the hard-working Vietnamese fishermen 
threw their crab cages into the sea and threw their nets with a broad 
sower gesture. Here and there, sandy beaches, cluttered with drift- 
ing logs, staked the Canadian coast and the American shore facing 
it white. Julie then indulged in a curious merry-go-round. She low- 
ered the curtain rod in the living room, unscrewed one of the two 
openwork tips, inserted some leftover seafood into the tubes, 
screwed the whole thing back and placed the rod back above the 
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bay window. Then she performed the same operation in each of the 
rooms of the house. It was almost midnight when she finished 
cleaning the kitchen. She went out onto the porch, locked the door 
to the only light of a streetlamp, and threw the key inside the house 
through a small window left ajar on the first floor. That afternoon, 
she had taken care to have a copy of the key cut. 


Walking slowly towards her car, Julie then recalled the happy 
time of their love affair, a few years earlier. She also recalled the 
moment she met the man she hated so much today. She had con- 
fided to a close friend that she had first been seduced by the herit- 
age and material affluence of this man of law: "These lawyers, they 
enrich themselves outrageously by beating citizens, by arousing 
hatred between humans, and if I seize one day his property, it will 
be a sweet satisfaction. The thief himself will be robbed; the sprin- 
kler watered..." 


—You mean you don't like him? 
—No! And I wonder how I will come to love him! 
—For the security it will bring you, no doubt! 


This is always how tricksters justify their scams so as not to 
feel too villainous; by defiling their victims with their own flaws. 
And then, miraculously, the mayonnaise of Love had taken. Like a 
sordid caterpillar turns into a graceful butterfly, this deception 
against the avocado had quickly become a love idyll, then a tender 
and delectable story, a divine gift from Providence: "We loved each 
other in the middle of a wheat field!" she liked to repeat while her 
blue irises sparkled like Champagne of the best grape variety. "I 
had Heaven at my fingertips!" she added, thinking of the yellow 
and sunny ears that swayed like gold coins, the "louis d'or" of the 
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finesse of the famous Pierre-Gaultier-de-La-Vérendrye!, above 
her face, under the azure of the sky. And then, as always, and as 
fast as an Alberta rosehip’, their love had faded, faded and then 
withered under the weight of both selfishness. 


—It's almost inevitable when we got married for the wrong reason... 
like mine, she confided to her best friend. Everyone got bogged 
down in a cocoon of resentment, then hatred. And it has become 
impossible to get out easily. A separation is technically very com- 
plicated; especially when you are acting in bad faith. 


—Ah! 


—In the end, it was high time that I left this man because now I 
hate him with such force, such anger, that I come to regret not hav- 
ing procreated a child with him to be able to accuse him of sexual 
abuse on his person... Julie confessed. 


—Oh! 


—A friend told me that it always works, and that we feel immense 
satisfaction to see the spouse struggling in general anathema, in 
abject opprobrium, like the excommunicated and lepers of the 
Middle Ages. 


v 


The day after this pathetic move, Arthur took possession of 
the building. A locksmith came to change the locks but Arthur for- 
got to change the password of the WiFi, with which Julie planned 
to secretly spy on her ex-partner because she had bought a system 
in Hong Kong that allowed her to listen and see inside the house 
through the TV screen. Nothing could hinder the intelligence of the 
technician she hired to install her spy system. But she was punished 


1 The fine gold coins bearing the effigy of the Canadian explorer "Pierre Gaultier de La Vérendrye" bear the face 
value of $ 200 but their price reaches several thousand dollars. These are the Canadian /ouis d'or, as the 
Sovereigns are the English gold coins. 


2 : 3 F : 5 
The acicular rose or Rosa acicularis, also known as rosehip, became Alberta's floral emblem in 1930. 
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for her curiosity, as we always are when we want to know what 
others think of us. 


Needless to say, Julie watched Geraldine, the new companion, 
slumped on the leather couch every night with Arthur. She foamed 
with rage as she watched the newcomer passionately devote herself 
to tying her ex-companion in the silks of pleasure, like a tarantula 
bamboozling a large green fly. She seemed to derive divine satis- 
faction from it. As for him, let's not talk about it. She found him as 
gawky and clumsy as a goose candied in its fat vase. 


Julie was angry with rage, with a sneer of hatred as she 
looked at the scene with one fixed eye. How could such an excep- 
tional house fall into the hands of this Geraldine, a gold cruncher? 
For four or five days, the two lovers spun the perfect love. They 
lavished the usual delights on every sofa in the house, on every 
armchair, on tables, floors and counters, in order to celebrate this 
unspeakable happiness, this perverse joy for her, that of taking pos- 
session and enjoying the goods that others had acquired by the 
sweat of their brow. 


—TI never thought it would be so easy to get her to leave, Arthur 
exclaimed one evening. 


—lI'm quite sure she shed tears of rage, Geraldine added, sneering. 
It seems that its fetid smell still lingers in these places! 


—You are ineffable! he concludes with a laugh. 


Julie was about to collapse with a paroxysm of rage upon 
hearing these lines. Ah! That famous smell! So light at first, it grew 
stronger day by day. Arthur and Geraldine began by ventilating. 
Without success! No effect! They then spent their evenings scrub- 
bing, cleaning, scrubbing, waxing... And, above all... aerate. Im- 
possible to overcome this scent that flooded all the rooms of the 
house like a curse. In the most forgotten corners, they searched for 
dead rats, corpses of rotting birds or rodents... Nothing! They both 
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crawled into the pernicious asbestos wool, into the attic of the roof 
bristling with rusty nails, at the risk of tearing their flesh and cor- 
rupting their lungs. All carpets, curtains, rugs, textile tapestries, 
various fabrics were steam cleaned and disinfected. The pipes 
emptied of their toughest waste with caustic soda, bleach... at the 
risk of discoloring wood, fabric and paper. Packets of sticky hair 
went to the trash with horrible grimaces of disgust closed by pain- 
ful gags. But like Cain's eye, the unshakable smell clung to the 
house like an oyster to its granite rock. All the siphons were 
changed, air purifiers installed in all rooms, walls repainted... No 
change! They placed bowls of Coca-Cola all over the house, killed 
several rats'... But the smell remained. Two extermination compa- 
nies Pest Control came successively to burn smoke, spray deodor- 
ants, fight like demons to destroy the stench, but in a few minutes, 
the smell returned like an unquenchable hatred in the heart of a 
maniac. The two lovers no longer dared to invite their friends. The 
housekeeper, humiliated by all the innuendo that pierced her heart, 
refused to continue her work with them. Eventually they moved 
into a hotel, while a moving company came to pack all the furniture 
and transfer it to a house in South Surrey. A real estate agent has- 
tened to visit the house and found it extraordinary: 


—You could get at least four million or more if you could get rid 
of that rotten egg smell that stinks of everything. Can you smell it? 


—No! Not really! they lied brazenly. 


—Yes! If! It is very clear. You'll never be able to sell it if you don't 
take that horrible scent off. 


They changed agencies. The result was the same. It was nec- 
essary to sell off the house for the price of the land... What despair. 
What to do? And in addition, municipal and school taxes would 
fall on them like misery on the poor world. But what else can be 


Rats cannot burp; also the gas of the Coca Cola suffocates them. 
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done? 


It was on this day that Julie telephoned, precisely, while Ar- 
thur and Geraldine were in the house in the company of a real estate 
agent who had just suggested that they get rid of this building as 
quickly as possible, and at the vilest price. 


—Hello, am I at Mr. Arthur Tremblay's? 


Geraldine recognized Julie's voice and almost hung up on her. 
She hesitated: 


—That's right... Do you want to talk to him? 
—Yes! Please! 

She passed the handset to Arthur: 
—Hello Arth! I apologize for disturbing you... 
—You don't bother me! 


—Oh, thank you! You’re very kind... Wouldn't you have found a 
red earring behind a couch or somewhere else. I can't get my hands 
on it again? 


—Oh no! Sorry! 

—Oh! That's a shame. I was very keen on it. 

—I regret that. But anyway, the earring can’t be in the house... 
—Ah! And why? 


—For the simple reason that the house is completely empty. Only 
the legal equipment remains’. 


—Do you mean that you... moves? 


—Yes! Geraldine, my new companion does not like this house. So, 


‘The legal equipment, non-transferable, includes everything that is fixed to the wall by screws, nails, glue ... 
Tradition also dictates that the seller leaves the curtains installed, the light bulbs, the landlines ... 
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we will live somewhere else, in Surrey. 


—Ah! You know, I had a soft spot for this house, and I'm ready to 
take it if you don't want it. 


—Wait a moment. 


Arthur got his hands on the handset and Julie could hear a 
lively conversation in the form of whispers, screams and bursts of 
voices. 


—TI could do you this favor for two million. if you return the big 
camping truck to me. 


—You're tough! 

—That's the way it is... It’s like that and not otherwise! 
—There's no way to negotiate a little? Two million is huge! 
—TI'll talk to Geraldine about it; One moment! 


The muffled buzzing resumed for a moment, and Julie could 
hear the muffled stridulations of a woman's great laugh tearing 
through the air. 


—Hello, Julie? 
—Yes! 


—wWell, if the motorhome is still in excellent condition, we will 
agree to sell you the house for a million and a half... but not a penny 
less. 


"Ok, I accept but you really put me on the straw, Arth! 


The transaction was botched that afternoon. Arthur did not 
want her to come and visit the house for fear that she would smell 
the foul smell. Julie, meanwhile, feared they would change their 
minds. 


Two days later, after the legal signatures, Julie returned to 
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settle in the house of her dreams. Her first act was to empty all the 
curtain rods of the rotting reliefs of her last seafood meal. After ten 
minutes of aeration and washing with bleach, the smell disap- 
peared completely, and the house magically regained its original 
market value of four million dollars. 


But Julie really didn’t... intend to sell it! 


"It quickly became a romance of love, then a 
tender and delectable story, a divine gift from the 
Providence." (page 14) 
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29 


Virtual love 


ife would be so dreary without the slightest all-consuming 

passion to brighten our days. Is it not quite desirable to 

experience such a conflagration of mind and body to exalt 
Nour existence, which would perhaps be tasteless and 
languishing? Love is undoubtedly for the most part, the main driver 
of life. We can exist without fortune but certainly not without this 
passion that illuminates our hearts. The wise thinker Teilhard de 
Chardin himself wrote that the human soul is made not to be alone. 
But probably this hardened bachelor was not talking about the form 
of love that we envisage in these lines. 

The hunt for happiness is filled with death traps. If we are not 
careful, the happiness we pursue with frenziness can spoil the hap- 
piness we already have, but which we neglect to appreciate. This 
is especially unmistakable in games of love and chance. 

Finding a profession can also be perilous. Aristide the shy 
liked to let his mind wander in the midst of a thousand inaccessible 
reveries. After contemplating surgery on television, he considered 
becoming a plastic surgeon, transforming harpies and shrews into 
irresistible and graceful creatures with a few strokes of a scalpel. 
In his dreams, he raised their sagging breasts, planning their pads 
from which he distributed the sordid yellowish fat into harmonious 
curves and voluptuous bulges. He refined the impasto sizes to keep 
only a delicious chubby. With full hands, as one fills a bag with 
garbage, he stuffed the flattened breasts with filthy fat which thus 
took on an exciting curve. He emptied, finally, the bags under the 
eyes with the same dexterity that he drew from the purse of his 
candidates for seduction. And even more, he could enjoy without 
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false modesty the immense gratitude shown by his patients. 

On other occasions, Aristide saw himself as a Japanese or Is- 
lamist suicide bomber for a cause to invent, received in Paradise 
by several dozen dreamlike houris, adored by these virgins who 
offered themselves with abandonment to his sensuality so long dis- 
dained. 

He also imagined himself as a valiant soldier, fighting alone 
against a crowd of fanatical enemies and shooting them one after 
the other like a video game hero. He pictured a life in the priest- 
hood, forgiving with a debonair gesture the Seven Deadly Sins, 
absolving with the wave of his hand the most horrible transgres- 
sions, speaking with the voice of a feared God to the trembling 
crowd of thurifers, bewitched by his sentences that resounded like 
the thunder of the Most High on Mount Sinai. Ah! How he would 
like to feel himself idolized by all these human ants! 

Some bolder evenings, he saw himself as a rescuer at the 
controls of a helicopter, flying over vertiginous chasms, taking 
away in front of the mouth of a raging shark a pretty bather who 
would be eternally grateful to him and would make him a necklace 
of his graceful arms. Sometimes he paraded through the streets of 
Vancouver in a police uniform, arresting sadists and child killers, 
fighting with revolvers like John Wayne or Gary Cooper, the in- 
vincible cowboys of a bygone era. 

Some more ambitious dreams ennobled him as prime minis- 
ter, or better, as president of a powerful country, generously dis- 
tributing the millions of dollars snatched from the taxpayers of his 
country to the nations that feverishly praised him for his boundless 
beneficence. 

Just as Scheherazade, distracted his impotent sultan Shahriar 
every night, by lulling him with imaginary tales, to avoid any car- 
nal attempt that would inevitably end in a bitter failure and her 
killing, Aristide's fertile imagination tried to distract his ego every 
night in rewarding reverie, to prevent it from sinking into the abyss 
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of neurasthenia, always on the lookout like a hungry she-wolf. 

But Aristide's reality was less glorious. He watched with 
envy the young people of his age who seemed to bite the sweets of 
life to get all their succulence. For his part, he thought he was off 
the beaten track of Love because he did not feel up to the Art of 
Seduction, whose sibylline rules he had even examined in a book 
by Julien Greene. A few years earlier, he did not hesitate to wander 
downtown in the hope of finding his soul mate. His only success 
had been a blonde, the kind Jeannette, whom he had walked in the 
Parc de la Serpentine to make her admire the birds among the lilies. 
One day, after their foray into the park, he noticed that passers-by 
were scrutinizing his pants and exchanging mysterious comments 
in low voices. Jeannette pointed out that yellow spots, falsely tell- 
ing, dotted his trousers. He had erased them as quickly as possible, 
even if it was only the pollen of the lilies, whose stamens he had 
inadvertently touched. 

Despite his creative imagination, our man struggled with the 
overwhelm of his chronic loneliness, especially since he had 
learned that Socrates, the ugliest man on earth, had become the 
greatest philosopher of all time. 

& 

Aristide lived in a small house in the great Vancouver sub- 
urbs, one of those "fifties" houses in methylene blue, taupe brown, 
blood red or goose poo green. These single-family buildings, 
barely more spacious than huts, were once populated by a thousand 
cries of children who gave way to barking and meowing when pets 
took the place of toddlers in our post-industrial society. The houses 
were themselves replaced —especially from the 1980s— by large 
houses for "multi-generational families" as imposed by the Sikhs 
and Punjabis who came in crowds to replace the Caucasians on the 
verge of extinction. After displaying the taupe-brown, Aristide's 
little house became turquoise and almost purple, because its owner 
had been able to buy at a destocking price three gallons of hideous 
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cyan-green paint, which he had to lengthen by two gallons of blue- 
sapphire. 

Aristide remained cautious in his purchases although he 
eared a satisfactory living as a nurse at the Semiahmoo Hospital 
in White Rock. He certainly had no wife or children, but he took 
care of several animals: a dog, a cat, two goldfish and a jerboa; and 
if he did not suffer the terrifying persecutions of teenagers, he still 
had to remain vigilant so that the cat did not devour the jerboa and 
fish, and the dog did not tyrannize the cat. It wasn't always easy. 
Undemanding with divine favors, he nevertheless felt that he 
lacked only the affection to feel perfectly happy in this world. 
—My dear friend, you should get yourself a computer to find love. 
It will broaden your horizons! It was suggested to him on a beau- 
tiful spring evening, in those times when the computer and espe- 
cially the Internet were still in their infancy. 


—How is this possible?" he replied with the ingenuity and candor 
of the Virgin Mary in the face of the archangel Gabriel who came 
to tell her that she was expecting a happy advent when she had not 
"known" any man. 


——Well! It's simple! Instead of looking for a soul mate in the hun- 
dred people you know, your pool of investigation will be populated 
by several million women. 


— Several million? 


— Yes, at least two or three million. That's about the number of 
computers operating on earth today!. Through the internet, you will 
be able to find very quickly a loving and devoted partner, ready to 
give you twenty-four hours of assiduous affection every day! 


Not a week passed before the gentle Aristide was glued to his 


This story dates from 1990. 
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little screen with as much vigilance and zeal as a submarine com- 
mander to his periscope. From the beginning, in the midst of all 
those wonderfully endowed women who displayed their charm and 
extolled their attractions with boundless generosity, he felt as un- 
comfortable as a eunuch in an orgy. Nevertheless, in a few months, 
he who discovered himself talented enough in this almost new sci- 
ence, called computer science, he learned the essentials about hard 
drives, blogs, webcams, mouse and chips. 
v 

The early days of his matrimonial research, however, were 
complex. The computer seemed to take great pleasure in thwarting 
Aristide's most legitimate desires. And it was not without difficulty 
that he managed to post himself on the web, like a spider on the 
lookout, to search, monitor and then list various dating sites. The 
index finger of his mouse touched with appetite the most desirable 
women, and his inquisitive clicks palpated, questioned and verified 
every image, every physiognomy, every anatomical feature. 

Paul, a young teenager from the neighborhood, sometimes 
came to help him navigate and surf these virtual oceans. Aren't 
young people naturally gifted in this technology that would so 
quickly change the world? In return, Paul, who lived by pickpock- 
eting, asked Aristide to play the tourist so that he could train for 
this curious profession. Paul humorously called him his theft sim- 
ulator'. 

With the help of this talented pickpocket, Aristide opened ac- 
counts in several dating sites adorning himself with qualities he did 
not always have, and promising everything that could please a de- 
manding partner. 

One day, a young Senegalese girl gave him a favorable mes- 
sage and so began a completely unforgettable adventure. Marie- 
Philoméne was of an engaging and generous physique. It was 


| eThe pun doesn't work in English: simulateur de vol means both flight simulator and stealing 
simulator. 
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therefore with an increasingly stimulating emotion —and even a 
touch of ecstasy— that Aristide was able to explore with a single 
click of the mouse the finesse and majesty of this young exotic 
creature. His once dreamless nights began to be encumbered by 
intoxicating mirages, whose realism sometimes populated his 
sheets with mimosa. Obviously, this girl pleased him intensely and 
(as he was a good person) he quickly considered bringing her in to 
marry her. He showered her with gifts, international mandates, fu- 
ture projects... As the days passed, she appeared to him in the proud 
line of those Senegalese women of N’der who had courageously 
fought against the Arab-Muslim slave traders, and who, seeing 
themselves about to be captured, had voluntarily ended their lives 
to escape the ignominy of servitude. 

One day, she sent a desperate email. Her mother had just been 
diagnosed with terminal cancer. As a good loving girl, Marie- 
Philomeéne urgently needed to find money to treat her effectively 
with the best doctors in Dakar. There were so many charlatans! 
Aristide asked him to come to Canada. He was willing to sponsor 
her to obtain a visa, because otherwise Canadian Immigration Ser- 
vices would never allow a sick person to come and enjoy the ben- 
efits of a very generous social system. But Marie-Philomene 
wisely refused. Her mother wished to die in Senegal in her beloved 
homeland. He sent her money, a lot of money so that she could 
mobilize the science and the expertise of the best specialists in the 
country. But in spite of their efforts, her dear mother died, for 
Death cannot be tamed. Aristide had to content himself with gen- 
erously offering her a First Class funeral before proposing to Ma- 
rie-Philoméne to come and settle in Canada. Now she was free to 
live wherever she wanted. 

—No! No! My father is still alive and I can't abandon him like that, 
even if he wasn't always perfect... He needs diligent and vigilant 
care. 


A good philosopher, Aristide decided to wait. He waited —not 
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without some guilt— for a final change that could only be tragic for 
this beloved father. He contented himself with the words of love 
and the sometimes-moving images that Marie-Philomene sent 
from time to time to rekindle the flame when she felt it waver in 
Aristide's heart. To her heady images, she added touching confi- 
dences that upset the young Canadian and plunged him into an 
acme of sensitivity and empathy. She had had no luck in life, her 
father had abandoned them in her fifth spring, her mother had been 
forced to live on expedients sometimes reprehensible by morality 
to raise them properly and have them educated in a private school. 
And, as a prosperous and even opulent future lay ahead, political 
reversals had destroyed her hopes of rising up the social ladder. 
She had been unjustly expelled from her private school to make 
way for a young girl sponsored by a politician whose party had 
illegally seized the reins of the country. What to do now? Aristide 
foamed with exasperation when he read these testimonies of mal- 
ice and oppression. He also knew that money repairs many wrongs 
by smoothing out difficult paths, and he asked Marie-Philoméne if 
she saw any way around all these embarrassments that obstructed 
the course of her life. He implored her to grant him the privilege 
of playing the role of Providence, which sometimes strives to cor- 
rect injustices on earth. Marie-Philoméne replied bluntly that she 
did not want his money. He insisted on overcoming his excessive 
pride. He repeated to her that in her blood flowed the pride of the 
Women of N'der. This ultimate Virtue risked hindering the smooth 
running of her existence. She reluctantly ended up accepting ma- 
terial help. 


Finally, after five years of waiting and a multitude of furtive 
and very modest solicitations, she agreed to come and spend 
Christmas at White Rock. Deep down, Aristide thought he could 
discern that all the young woman's squabbles indicated that she 
had given up convolving with him. Nevertheless, he sent her a 
large sum of money to enable her to buy in Dakar her plane ticket 
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to Vancouver and to rent a hotel room at both stages: Paris and 
Montreal. Then he began to put some order in his house so that she 
would not be anxious as she carved her way through the piles of 
motley objects that populated his living space. For, if in people, 
each object has two places: the place provided, in a cupboard, in a 
drawer ..., and the permanent place, in a stack, on or under a chair. 
At his home, the objects had only one... in syllogomaniac stacking. 


When good order was finally restored, Aristide felt a curious 
sensation of residing in another person's home. He arranged Marie- 
Philoméne's room with great care; a bouquet of red roses on the 
bedside table and petals on the bedspread; to be renewed the day 
of her arrival! In the living room, he stretched out four garlands 
decorated with Senegalese flags. The nest was finally ready to wel- 
come the bird. His Western arrogance gave him the impression that 
Marie-Philoméne would never be able to return to Senegal after 
having tasted the Canadian paradise she would enjoy with him. 
The young woman was probably due to make a stopover in Paris 
and would be exhausted both by the excessive length of the jour- 
ney and by the jet lag. 


From now on, Aristide had to wait until December 20" at 
11:59 p.m. to welcome the plane from Dakar via Paris and Mon- 
treal. 


v 


On the late evening of the 20th, Aristide parked his car in the 
large airport parking lot and began his long wait. He proudly wore 
a red rose on his buttonhole that would allow him to be immedi- 
ately identified by his dear Marie-Philoméne. His heart was pound- 
ing. She had pledged herself to wear a red rose on her chest and a 
small Senegalese flag as a scarf around her neck. Red and black go 
very well together, don't they? Aristide had suggested to him this 
detail that pleased him. When we are in love, we imagine attentions 
that may seem petty or extravagant to those who are not possessed 
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by this inexplicable intoxication, this bubbling of the heart, this 
frenzy of the mind in the name of which one would not hesitate to 
die. All this meticulousness in detail still moistened Aristide's eyes 
with tears of tenderness, when he thought back thirty years later. 


Impatient to see "his Light in the Night", Aristide stood in the 
middle of this colorful crowd of people of all colors, all shades, 
who came to welcome the passengers of flight Air France AF8378. 
He trembled with emotion at the thought of hugging his beautiful 
Senegalese woman with big onyx eyes and luscious lips. Every ten 
minutes, he alternately raised each arm to feel his armpits, in case 
the scent of his body in full emulation was not up to his expecta- 
tions. His mind was plagued by all sorts of fears: what if she didn't 
like him? Perhaps she would not want to continue her life with him 
here in Canada? Anxiety devoured his mind and liquefied his body. 
The sweating and its smelly fumes betrayed his emotion, delivered 
his inner upheaval to the public. He had the unpleasant feeling of 
living the usual nightmare that never failed to torment him on flu 
fever nights: he was walking down the street and realized that he 
had forgotten to get dressed. This fetid smell that emanated from 
his fear of displeasing her adorned him with the same feeling of 
worry. A glance back showed him that his gesture of sticking his 
nose into his armpits had not escaped the neighbors. Some quickly 
sheathed their amused smile as they turned their heads away and 
wore an indifferent air. 


A few African travelers made his heart beat but none wore 
the red rose and the green-white-red tricolor scarf. Next to him a 
child slept in his mother's loving arms; A dog at the foot of his 
master... All were unaware of the tragedy that upset his soul. How 
could one remain so calm in this panic that turned him into a zom- 
bie? Everyone's eyes converged on the screens that monitored the 
exit doors of Canada Customs. Everyone tried to recognize a rela- 
tive, a friend. The flow of travelers suddenly swelled, and the mul- 
titude of those waiting began to melt. In just twenty minutes, the 
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dense crowd became a herd, then a group, then a small group, then 
an individual... When the last travelers came out of the screens, it 
was one o'clock in the morning. He asked customs officers who 
were rushing to the exit: 


— Are there any remaining travellers, detained by the Immigration 
or Customs Services? 


—No! It's well over. Everyone is out! 
—But!... That's not possible! 
—yYes! I assure you! 


Distraught, he then turned back to the three people who were 
still waiting, looking frightened. And what he saw chilled his blood 
in his veins: the three Vancouverites wore, like him, a red rose on 
their buttonhole and a scarf in the colors of Senegal. 
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a 
Never give up hope. 


aniel had always been and always would be a lazy slacker. 

He also felt an immense contempt for his own person, 

which was illustrated on certain occasions by phrases 

intended to defuse the exasperation of those around him: 
—Yes, I know! I'm loser! No need to insist... 

He had started cheating at school at a very young age. Not 
that good grades were of great importance to him; But they were 
something for his parents and especially for his father who 
carefully scrutinized his school reports to analyze the results. He 
had therefore found a solution to his indolence problem: on every 
occasion, he stole the knowledge of others, systematically 
plagiarized at each test, at each examination, and had his 
homework done by a devoted friend, always looking for affection. 
Her name was Josiane. 

Daniel was also inhabited and possessed by a lesser defect: 
like many young people today, he loved to be afraid, to be 
frightened, to be terrified. Every week he felt the need to confront 
a horror movie or engage in a dangerous activity to feel his 
heartbeat racing, his breathing feverish, his hands moistening, his 
adrenaline whipping his blood pressure which reared up with the 
briskness of an appaloosa in the Nez Percé country. Ah! What a 
sovereign pleasure to feel all these psychological and physiological 
effervescences in those ancient times when drugs were only 
accessible under the misleading nickname of /audanum; it was an 
opioid that the British produced on a large scale in their colony of 
Bengal to flood the world, as perpetuated today by the Medellin 
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Cartel in Colombia! 

Daniel spent considerable sums of money during his life to 
satisfy this need for fear that constantly plagued him. He never 
missed a horror movie and drowned his hobbies in dreadful read- 
ings that made him shiver with fear. He knew in detail the stories 
of massacres of Armenians, Bohemians, Ibos, Rwandans and Jews 
that had bloodied the entire twentieth century. He had read and re- 
read the horrific accounts describing the three ignominious centu- 
ries of the transatlantic slave trade, then he had been told of the 
thirteen centuries of the Arab-Muslim slave trade through Zanzibar 
and the Sahara, which had surpassed in horror anything that human 
beings could imagine as an abomination; infamy that only coloni- 
alism could prohibit. 

But, by a kind of habituation or inflation of sensitivity, all 
these thrills of horror and fear were no longer enough for him. One 
year, he embarked on a pilgrimage across the United States to try 
the worst roller coaster. And God knows how much effort this na- 
tion makes to scare itself in order to prove its courage; for courage 
necessarily implies fear. 

As for plagiarism, over the years, Daniel had tortured his 
mind in order to whip up his exceptional creativity to improve his 
techniques for appropriating the knowledge of others. Paradoxi- 
cally, he spent more time plotting his cheating than it would have 
taken him to memorize. It even happened that, by dint of preparing 
his MCS (his minuscule cheat-sheet), he no longer needed to use 
them because he had thus accumulated all the necessary knowledge; 
without even realizing it. But here too, what he loved above all by 
developing new plagiarism techniques was the rush of adrenaline 
that took possession of his mind and body, because to overcome 


“In fact, the British produced the poppy from which they extracted opium. They added alcohol to 
opium to market their famous /audanum throughout the British Empire for the sole benefit of the 
British East India Co. The Opium War forced China to buy English opium. Today, the Middle 
Kingdom is taking its revenge by manufacturing several drugs that are exported to the West. 
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with impunity the vigilance of the guards, he took great risks: pub- 
lic opprobrium, ignominy, expulsion, prohibition to apply, heavy 
fines and even prison. He was comparable and similar to those rich 
people who play kleptomania, for whom shoplifting is not only a 
playful activity, a challenge, but above all an intimate, voluptuous 
pleasure, equal to a lustful effervescence. Perhaps his prefrontal 
cortex, the seat of honesty, had been dismantled by a modest acci- 
dent now forgotten, deep in one of the dusty folds of his long-term 
memory. Usually, some after-effects of life's accidents are felt in 
old age. But for the hero of this story this was not the case. 

Generally, when Daniel did not just sit in the neighborhood 
of a good student, he provided MCS that he placed in the various 
pockets of his clothes. He knew that the left inner pocket contained 
information about the sixth chapter; In the right inner pocket he 
found the third chapter, and in the right pocket of the trousers... 

+ 

Towards the end of high school, his girlfriend, who wanted 
to participate in his dangerous game, for the sole pleasure of the 
gesture, wrote formulas of all kinds on her nubile thighs. She held 
her skirts and petticoats high during tests to allow him to decipher 
the answers to his questions. Although this kind of behavior creates 
more problems than it solves, this game only became even more 
hilarious, especially since classmates could benefit from the scene 
to find fruitful and healthy help! Having become old and 
quadriplegic, Daniel recalled this sweet memory with a smile. The 
girl herself took an unspoken pleasure in it. On exam days, she 
wore a small pink petticoat bordered with fine Breton lace and 
pulled it all up with small, adorable gestures that did not fail to 
move other vectors such as the luteinizing hormone so appreciated 
by the ... Elves. She was only doing it for him, for the other boys 
and... for the beauty of the gesture, because she herself studied very 
well and knew how to show the necessary and sufficient energy to 
obtain excellent results without resorting to these scoundrel 
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subterfuges. 

Daniel’s girlfriend loved him very much, despite his noncha- 
lance, and she hoped that her love for him would put him back on 
the path of toil and will, in accordance with what the Greek poet 
Ovid had once so beautifully written: "I was born to lead an indo- 
lent life. I languished in shadow and inaction; Venus deceived my 
expectation. A beautiful girl appeared; I followed her rags. My life 
has been active and vigilant ever since. Believe my advice, cold, 
inanimate hearts! Do you fear laziness? Love!" But for Daniel, this 
was not the case. The constant efforts of his gorgeous young friend 
failed in awakening him from the torpor of apathy and resignation 
that numbed his mind and even more so his limbs. 

At university, Daniel behaved in a similar way. The habit of 
cheating had become a second nature. He was now unable to sur- 
render his mind to a sustained laborious effort. He completed a BA 
in Science, then a Master's degree, and finally crowned it all with 
a PhD thesis by having a Finnish research (on "the strength, relia- 
bility and longevity of plastics and anisotropic materials in nature") 
translated for him. His thesis defense was most laborious, but he 
was allowed to pass... probably to repay him for his saliva and his 
kind bonhomie. 

c 

After graduating as an engineer, he easily found a lucrative 
job in an oil-chemical company that struggled to find volunteers in 
the West willing to expatriate to lands traumatized by war and cor- 
rupted by herds of ashashins', themselves poisoned by the demons 
of all-azimuths terrorism. In these regions, a few handfuls of fanat- 
ics of all stripes tried to invent pseudo-religious pretexts to inflict 
their diabolical cruelty on the poor local Muslim populations; This 


' sAshashins drugged themselves in the Middle Ages with hashish (hence their name) to give 
themselves the courage to murder their fellow men. Islamist terrorists are now taking drugs with the 
captagon called the drug of courage. 
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left these failures with the false impression that they were not noth- 
ingness. In doing so, they were only classifying themselves at the 
level of viruses, bacteria carrying infectious diseases that terrorize 
our planet. 

Daniel accepted his new job in the Middle East desert. De- 
spite the danger of being taken hostage, tortured and immolated to 
satisfy ideals that bordered on furious madness, he felt himself val- 
ued. He knew well that, in these semi-desert spaces of such exotic 
culture, there was less danger for himself to unwittingly manifest 
his scientific emptiness. 

He liked his new title: General Supervisor of Petrochemical Test- 
ing. He had above him only a Saudi, certainly more ignorant than 
him, but who believed he was saving the honor of his country by 
giving the impression that foreigners were not the best. To com- 
pensate for the precariousness of his knowledge in organic chem- 
istry, whose diplomas he had acquired through unspeakable expe- 
dients, Daniel used stratagems, as usual. He "entrusted his full con- 
fidence" to all his subordinates, and shook his head thoughtfully 
when he was presented a technical problem. He used to announce 
a meeting to solve the problem. Thus, he did not need to disclose 
his incompetence. He was totally unfit for the job, because the little 
he had acquired to "forge" his university degrees had finally dis- 
solved in the idleness of his mind. Without the will to find a cure 
for his ailment, he never read any scientific journal that could have 
introduced him to the latest research or discoveries of the moment. 
When could he have found the time, when he wasted most of his 
"work" days cultivating the friendship of those around him on the 
tennis courts? But he was still very cautious, because he did not 
want to suffer the same humiliation as the famous Baron Karl The- 
odor von und zu Guttenberg, Minister of Defense of the Federal 
Republic of Germany, who, despite his famous name, had to resign 
in 2011 when journalists discovered that all his degrees had been 
bought in a totally fake British university for the minimal sum of 
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$120,000. Precisely, one talked about it on TV. Daniel shuddered 
at the thought of being stoned by all these ferocious journalists, for 
the sole purpose of selling as much paper as possible, and who 
found pleasure in cutting down entire forests to peddle their fake 
news. 

c] 

Indifferent time went by, and Daniel, who was not foolish, 
far from it, was perfectly aware of the paradox of his situation. 
"The world is unfair," he often thought with a cynical smile. The 
only excuse is that I am the one who benefits from this foolishness. 
"His oil company rewarded him with a huge salary based on his 
fictitious degrees. His subordinates, the laboratory researchers, 
could only earn astonishingly lower incomes when they were the 
real cogs in the industrial society. Daniel often wondered how 
many gears were parasitic, and how long he could take advantage 
of society in general and all his fellow humans in particular. Super- 
stitious, he touched wood and crossed his index and middle fingers 
as a sign of luck: "What is taken is taken!" he repeated tirelessly, 
or "J hope it will last" in the manner of Madame Bonaparte, the 
mother of the emperor. 

One day, however, scandal broke out in the nearby town. It 
began without much noise. A woman complained that the polyvi- 
nyl chloride piping, installed five years earlier around her house, 
was decomposing miserably. How could a plastic as durable as 
PVC become corrupted after only five short years, when it was in- 
tended for four centuries? 

Then newspapers delivered to the general public the echo of 
a similar complaint from another sector. Soon entire subdivisions 
discovered with horror that all their underground duct networks, 
drains, sewers, water supply aqueducts, various pipes... were cor- 
roded. Streets and neighborhoods were inexorably blocked, para- 
lyzed by the disappearance of their pipes that were supposed to last 
for centuries. Dozens of lawsuits rained like deadly missiles on his 
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petrochemical company, and everyone realized that, by a small er- 
ror of a few chemical valences, the plastic used had been made 
biodegradable. Everybody turned against the General Supervisor 
of Laboratory Research who should have prevented this kind of 
error. A Commission of Inquiry eventually agreed that despite the 
authenticity of his degrees, Daniel knew little more chemistry than 
the illiterate guards of the dacilities, whose salaries represented 
only a tiny fraction of his income. The company had to close its 
doors; Eight hundred men and women lost their jobs, throwing as 
many families into the worst economic hardship and the throes of 
poverty. 

Desperate, Daniel was fired. His wife left him, taking his 
children with him. He was heartbroken, began to drink, and entered 
into tramp and vagrancy. He bitterly reproached himself for not 
having studied more seriously in his youth instead of simply using 
expedients to obtain his degrees. The utter contempt which he had 
inspired in his own person in his childhood returned to inhabit him. 
Every day he pinched his arm in disgust and whispered, "You will 
always be a useless and a parasite." 

One day, however, Destiny, taken with pity, put an end to his 
moral torment at the same time as to his life. An automobile ran 
him over and killed him instantly right in front of the hospital. He 
was immediately transported to the facilities' morgue. But the doc- 
tors soon found that the organs of this vagrant were in excellent 
condition despite his recent alcoholism. They were removed and 
saved twenty-two people by transplant; His heart resumed its vital 
beats in the chest of a cacochymous heart. His liver purified the 
blood of an incurable Type-3 hemophiliac, his kidneys made the 
happiness of two tubulo-papillary renal cancer of Bellini. His eyes 
brightened the days of two glaucomatous blind men. His legs al- 
lowed a legless man to no longer swallow the dust of the asphalt. 
His marrow animated a leukemia patient. His hands were grafted 
to the stumps of two armless men, and, finally, last but not least, 


36 


Laura's aura, 


his intestinal microbiota, loaded with 10,000 billion stinky micro- 
organisms, was generously transferred into the intestines of twelve 
valetudinarian patients to improve their immune systems and re- 
store their glowing health. 

If, in his despair of being worthless, he had known that he 
would be beneficial to so many fellow human beings, he would no 
doubt have been very proud of it. 

We should never give up hope. 


37 


Laura's aura, 


-4- 


Laura's aura 

ere I am, in the lair of this profound old age, the ultimate 
FH eresianvs to the Beyond. I myself am one of those 

"unfortunates of the earth who began to die twenty years 
before their last day". I live in this second life, which opens up 
when we realize that death is in sight, when we feverishly begin to 
revel in every crumb of time that passes. Growing old is annoying, 
but it's the only way to live a long life. The first life is almost 
wasted in the carelessness and frivolity of forgetting our Destiny. 
Slumped in my wheelchair, in the middle of the great hall of my 
old people's hospice, my eyes lost in a past as tangled and stringy 
as an autopsied corpse, my immobile body already almost seized 
with rigor mortis, I dissect my life, I scrutinize myself, I analyse 
every episode of my past, and, like a scriptwriter, I replay my role 
as I should have once. Memories, like dead leaves, as the song says, 
are picked up by the shovelful, so I track down all those dried-up 
leaves that trouble me like haunting hyenas. 

I know that for visitors and even for other residents less 
bedridden than me, I am the very allegory of death, with my Bell 
facial paralysis freezing both sides of my face. I must admit that I 
was favored by a perverse Fate, because Bell's disease usually 
petrifies only one side of the body. I perceive myself as a dead man 
on probation waiting for his great plunge into nothingness. I dig 
and question my past that glides away like a leaf under the irascible 
breath of the Arctic sqguamish. I watch the threatening future to 
ensure that this wind does not come too fast, the same breath that 
windsurfers and other air riders love so much. I scrutinize like a 
spider in its web, watching for prey to feed on the slightest mistake 
on their part. But it is not the flies that I observe, although some 
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really annoy me, force me to close my eyes and thus prevent me 
from seeing and listening greedily to everything that is said in front 
of me and around. 


Some Sunday visitors look at me with a little sneer of disgust 
and I understand them. Whether we are beautiful or ugly, with a 
slow or sharp mind, the eyes of others quickly inform us about our 
true aspect. One winter Sunday, when the sun rises late and sets 
early, like a sloth who wants to escape the cold, a curious child 
approached me one evening to take a closer look at my half-closed 
eyelids. His young and handsome face then crumpled with a fearful 
grimace. The faded blue of my irises forms a thin band between 
the barely slit edges of my eyelids. In the middle, the black holes 
of the pupils seem those of a beast at bay, hunted by an inexorable 
fate. Thus, paralyzed in my wheelchair by a stroke that was added 
to my Bell's disease (The old saying "only the rich get credit" turns 
out to be sarcastically true), I am condemned to slavishly follow 
the procession that goes straight into the mirror of the Underworld. 
In this state of subjugation and abandonment, I cannot help but 
think of all those Alsatian "malgré-nous"' forced to march in tight 
ranks towards the Eastern Front to defend a satanic cause that was 
not theirs. I think of all those Scottish Highlanders who, through 
the centuries, shed their blood to die on the front battleline in order 
to enrich their oppressors; to all those Jews of Auschwitz on their 
way to "Das Dusche"; to the millions of castrated slaves, chained 
in long columns under the indifferent gaze of Arab camel drivers, 
to these multitudes dying of exhaustion all along the dunes of the 
Sahara, or in the deep prison-holes of Zanzibar. The survivors were 
exiled to the land of the Arabian Nights to serve as scenery. 


—Old Justin breathed his last while his wife went to rest at the 


The "Despite-of-Ourselves Guys" were the Alsatian Frenchmen who were forced to fight in the 
Nazi army during the Second World War, because Alsace had been annexed to Germany. 
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cafeteria! a caregiver said, behind my back. 


He too, like so many others! He literally slipped away, prob- 
ably to give his overly devoted wife a rest. She held his hand night 
and day, fed him with a spoon, spread his lips with mashed potatoes. 
The poor wife killed herself zealously for fear that she might be 
found guilty of letting her husband die without careful support. 
Everyone praised her for her dedication, which compelled her even 
more to make a total sacrifice. But old Justin, too proud, did not 
wish to die in her too scrupulous hands. Ah! Hell! Now she will 
suffer from having been absent for such a brief moment! 


Yes, the look of the Sunday visitors confirms it: it is always 
in the eyes of others that we discover ourselves; like in a mirror. I 
know that my cadaveric stillness seems frightening to them. My 
mother used to see me as a child prodigy. I had confidence in my- 
self. All my life, I have considered myself a kind and compassion- 
ate but misunderstood person; Those who didn't love me were just 
maliciously jealous. But today the balance sheet of my life is im- 
placable in my eyes. Almost all of those who have known me have 
showered me with animosity. So, I am the poisonous. 


Our life, this brief journey on earth, is still amazing! We are 
never ready for what happens to us. When you are born, you get 
into this high-speed train and become attached to your parents. I 
had the impression that they would accompany me all the way. Of 
course not! They ended up getting off at a dark train station, leav- 
ing us alone to continue. Ah! How lonely and fragile we feel! For- 
tunately, other passengers are joining us. Our children bring love, 
happiness and also sorrow; It is a sweet and sour brew of affection 
and resentment. And the days flee like the stormy wind. 


And then, you have to leave the little train of life. It is often 
a sorrow but sometimes a relief. Especially when you end up feel- 
ing like a stranger on earth. Here you are! Today, I can see that my 
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train is moving at lightning speed towards a wall. The wall of over- 
population and also global warming. 


a 


At night, in the blind darkness, I ruminate every detail of 
my distant past, for it is in the inky darkness and unfathomable 
silence that we can most clearly distinguish the voices and faces of 
yesteryear. But let us beware of indulging in it. The past is a scor- 
pion, and if we entrust our heart to it in the secret of darkness, it 
will bleed, poison and break it, for the heart of an old man is as 
fragile as a rainbow on a soap bubble. During the day, slumped in 
my wheelchair, my eyes glued to the bay window like a fly in the 
panes, I explore my thoughts. What to do in a wheelchair unless 
you think, you would say? I dissect, I ruminate each of the events 
that have marked my long existence. In a way, I am the onlooker 
of myself. I autopsy my own life. I, who have so often feared being 
old while hoping to live as long as possible, have crossed, in my 
healthy years, these same large halls of retirement homes in which 
old people patiently hope for the next visit. Their hope is nibbled 
away by the incessant ticking of the great clock, while the indiffer- 
ent hours pass tirelessly, waiting for the last one that will put an 
end to their impatience. I did not yet know that old age is a breeding 
ground full of piranhas in which the old are prey to the worst 
crooks; and parents are not the least dangerous. 

I should have suspected that a trip to the often-painful past 
would be tough for me. Like a pelican trying to regurgitate for its 
little ones the food it has swallowed with so much effort, I feel like 
I am vomiting a distressing past whose bones remain across my 
throat. Yes, it is still full of sourness and bitter gall. If the body is 
made of 85% water, life is 90% wasted, waiting tirelessly, waiting 
(game, sleep, bus, enemy, those we love and those we hate), with 
10% effective actions ... Ah! If we could recover this carelessly 
wasted time. But we only have one chance to live it. 
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As carefree visitor, I used to walk through these waiting 
rooms cluttered with earthy faces, bodies crumpled in myriads of 
wrinkles, dug by as much sorrow as turpitude. I imagined the thou- 
sands of years, centuries and millennia that all these long lives to- 
taled together, end-to-end. I remember it. I carefully avoided all 
those rows of wheelchairs, trying to convince me that I didn’t be- 
long to their world in decay, that I was just crossing this field of 
despair and that I would soon return to dry land by reaching the 
shore, the door to the world of the living. Looking at this anthology 
of bodies withered by the years and huddled with rheumatism, men 
and especially women curled up in suffering as if to ask for mercy, 
twisted by scoliosis, bloated by bags of urinary and fecal inconti- 
nence, deformed by osteoarthritis like Van Gogh olive trees, some- 
times demented appearance, I could not help but think that they all 
had, fifteen or twenty brief years before, completed prestigious ca- 
reers of respected surgeons, high-level sportsmen, skilled workers, 
devoted nurses, venerable priests, intrepid military and a thousand 
other highly regarded professions. All had climbed so high that the 
fall had been all the more painful. Senility and its procession of 
diseases secretly scheduled and programmed by the pineal gland 
get along wonderfully to make us shadows of what we have been. 


Berthe, my neighbor today, I like to look at her because I see 
her through her photo of youth that I was able to admire before she 
became this inert and parched plant. She was beautiful, so gor- 
geous that it was indecent. How not to become obsessed with love 
and voluptuousness like a bonobo monkey when you see such ir- 
resistible beauty. She herself had seen her outlook so ravishing in 
all the mirrors, in all the windows of the heart of the city, in the 
eyes of all Vancouverites! She had been so solicited, so besieged 
by the obsessives of love, two of whom had died in full epectase 
(which she flattered herself with great pride), that she had lost the 
sense of sexual satiety, so much she had the impression of being 
with men what the dog trainer is with poodles: At the slightest 
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blink, at the smallest gesture, the beast obeys to obtain its reward. 
Today, she probably only had the fleeting memory of these multi- 
tudes of passionate lovers who jostled to put their finger on her 
Grafenberg point. In fact, her whole life had been a cavalcade of 
heartbreaking adventures and destructive failures. Her drunken 
ship had run aground on a bench, not of sand but of wood, among 
a group of shaggy and filthy homeless people. She slept in her car, 
under empty boxes stamped Chiquita Bananas, in order to spare 
herself the shame of being watched by the pitying passers-by; be- 
cause, contrary to what is said, poverty is considered a failure and 
a shameful disease. 


In these hospices, only the ugliest ones take more acceptable 
mines: the crossings, arrangements and biological permutations of 
aging grant them in consolation a less hideous appearance than de- 
crepit old lovelaces. Grimacing old age erases differences and 
unites all these survivors in egalitarian disgrace: the attractive and 
the ugly all become fraternally washed-out and faded. Nature itself 
sows dissension between men and women: authoritarian males sof- 
ten under the late influx of estrogen, while testosterones shrivel 
aging women. Here, the violent do not find more energy than the 
lymphatic, the grumpy no longer dare to grumble for fear of ex- 
hausting his anemic heart. Seductive nuts have ceased to seed the 
world with their frivolous genes. They just wet diapers or fill their 
bag with incontinence. All the clashes between hatred and love, 
frustrations and satisfactions now take place obscurely in the soul 
and in the mind. As a result, old age wrinkles the soul as much as 
the body. Drug addicts, alcoholics and obese, all these abusers of 
their bodies no longer exist, sucked into their artificial paradises, 
dead for a long time, because the evils of old age are only the pun- 
ishment of having, like me, lived in moderation. A few rare males 
remain, luckier than the others who had wanted to forget that life 
is lived in accordance with our desires, as one pleases, but one lives 
it only once. We can't start over and do it again. Despite this, I 


43 


Laura's aura, 


sometimes regret having been too prudish in my youth now so dis- 
tant, because the follies of the past are the tastiest reveries of the 
paralytics of which I am. It is easier to give up what you have 
known than what you can imagine. André Gide said that an ado- 
lescence that is too pure makes the old more vicious. How can we 
guess that most pleasures cause suffering? 


Here and there in the common room, some old women half 
swallowed by death like rats by hideous snakes, try to savor a taste 
of the heavenly happiness they believe they'll soon enjoy in Para- 
dise. They refused on earth the slightest abandonment to the God- 
dess Voluptuousness for fear of eternal damnation. They now try 
to beg God and all His Saints, but their half-forgotten prayers still 
poison their agony, leading the scrupulous women to believe that 
if they pray absent-mindedly, without /iving their words, their pray- 
ers can turn against them and bite them like devious reptiles. De- 
lighted to see them self-mutilate to coax their intransigent God, and 
debase themselves in this infinite decay, the Grim Reaper smiles 
with jubilation. She knows that the gods are so jealous of each 
other that men should be more reasonable and less tolerant of their 
extravagant despotism. 


4 


Every morning, a caregiver moves me into the midst of all 
these dying people who have risen from their rooms, as if from the 
grave. Their eyes, shining in their deep sockets, like shimmering 
water at the bottom of dark wells, seem to look at everything but 
see nothing. With my left index finger, which I can still move a 
little, I encourage the orderly to better align my chair with that of 
the neighbors by demanding in my head if it is not perfect. It's my 
obsession. Then I go back to ruminating on the past, sometimes 
with delight, often with disgust. Every now and then, I grab, thanks 
to a draught, a comment from Laura, my assigned caregiver: 
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—This old tabarnak, is disgusting like a dead rat! He’s never 
happy! 


—How do you know that he is not happy there?... He’s mute... "Am 
not even sure that he has all his head! adds a caregiver one day. 


And another: 
—I have the feeling that he must be a little perverse. 
—Ah, why do you say that, you? 


—I noticed that he looks at me in a funny way with his hypocritical 
eyes! 


—Yes, sure, you alone is beautiful, here! 


At times, Laura throws terrible biased glances at me to make 
me look down. Then, like a defeated dog lying on its back in total 
submission, I always resolve to lower my eyelids, to prevent her 
from losing her fragile balance, because we are like two unfortu- 
nate galley convicts tied to each other by an invisible chain of deep 
aversion. She can wound me, but I also can hurt her... by dying 
under her responsibility. 


More and more, day and night, I am haunted by the past 
that obsesses me and never leaves my soul at rest. The obsessive 
black reminiscences, which I chase away until exhaustion, imme- 
diately return to the slightest inattention, like tyrannical mosqui- 
toes. At times, I feel my brain capsize, become insensitive to eve- 
rything. It is a sweet euphoria that evokes the blessed time of yes- 
teryear, when a cognac or a double bourbon chased away all my 
worries and granted me for a brief moment a temporary well-being. 
But today, it is senile dementia that comes to heal the wounds of 
my soul, and at the same time devastate my past with its insatiable 
rodent incisors. 


Willing to describe old age to a young people is like trying 
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to explain snow to a Senegalese who has never left his beautiful 
sunny country and the golden sand of its endless beaches. Old age 
fell on my face one cruel morning, without warning. It was a felon 
mirror that snitched it on me. In fact, I was not used to mirroring 
myself except to shave my face smeared with foam and grimaces. 
As long as you don't see yourself in a mirror, you don't feel old. 
Young people are led to believe that age brings wisdom and seren- 
ity. What a lie! Years bring sadness, bitterness and the blues. When 
we are old, we are so obsessed with our past misfortunes that we 
forget our joys. 


As we get older, what could be sadder than to cross out the 
names of our friends in an address book, to visit our former loves 
in cemeteries. The scenery and the environment of our young years 
have disappeared and the world that arises seems so strange, so 
disturbing! It’s better to dwell on a mediocre past than contemplate 
such a gloomy future. Obsessions and worries are like rock- 
ing chairs, they occupy the mind but lead nowhere. And happy are 
those of us who do not receive, as a bonus, physical suffering. My 
last nerve cells are only concerned with solving old problems that 
life has not left me the leisure to control: this stepfather who’s put 
so much strain on me, I should have sent him to hell and moved 
elsewhere. And this boss, tyrannical and hurtful, how could I let 
myself be subjected to him? And love, ah! Love! How it leaves in 
our hearts a mixed taste of honey and gall! Where is she, now, the 
one who shared with me all this happiness, all these frustrations, in 
the midst of tenderness and endless sulking? As I got older, I was 
tempted to go back and see what had become of my former loves. 
One has sunk into senile dementia and the other is now a tenant of 
a charming, peaceful cemetery in Kamloops, with a breathtaking 
view on Lake Tranquille. Today, the fixity of my face and the still- 
ness of my body allow me to observe women in ways other than 
stealthily and on the sly. This is the only benefit of my facial paral- 
ysis. What is allowed to the young is forbidden to the old for whom 
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any voluptuousness is considered an inadmissible turpitude. 


Like the Egyptians of the past, I sail in my solar boat that 
travels the last decade of my life, the one in which the Grim Reaper, 
with delight, mows down my traveling companions at full flock. I 
think back to my children, my daughters, we don't choose our par- 
ents; we endure them... As we also endure some of our difficult 
children. 

My life scrolls in my poor head like a permanent soap opera. 


a 


Our afternoons in the grand lobby are our main distraction 
that we wouldn't miss for anything in the world. We form large arcs 
and watch each other, tirelessly. Changes of location and position 
in the arc of a circle are a way to vary the pleasures by giving us 
time to examine the other members of our pitiful community as 
well as the aspect of the visitors who bring us a breath of fresh air 
from the world of the living. We can also talk to them if we’re able 
to, which unfortunately I am not. Last Wednesday, I was located in 
front of Ms. Latendresse. Despite her name, this Albertan from 
Lake Athabasca has never married, nor has she subscribed to any 
common-law cohabitation, but I know that her research has greatly 
advanced medical research in the field of abortion, a science that 
was particularly "precious" to me because I’ve made a good living 
out of it. 


Friday morning, I found myself facing one of the few men in 
the Retirement Home. We are so rare in these residences. The un- 
just and petty Fate does not hesitate to disadvantage us, men, by 
several year of longevity. Women seem to collaborate more effec- 
tively with the Grim Reaper’. They still wear makeup to seduce 
her. The Grim Reaper grants them extra life... and slaughter us, 


! eThe Grim Reaper is an allegorical and anthropomorphic figure of Death generally represented as 
a skeleton. Note of the Author. 
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men. 


But this odious prejudice is partly tempered by our rarity, by 
the fact that some men with ungrateful physiognomy, see, in their 
old age, fluttering around them the whole of the female sex, a little 
faded, certainly, but always ready to compete to conquer Love. I, 
too, was entitled to their flattering assiduity, which ceased as soon 
as word spread that my children controlled my estate and my assets 
like vigilant Cerberus. And then, soon after, my stroke came to fin- 
ish turning me into a vegetative zombie. 


Curiously, one of my neighbors whom I sometimes see, when 
chance puts him in my field of vision, is named Pierre Trudeau, 
like the great Canadian man who once built his immense popularity 
in the English-speaking provinces by mistreating Quebecers with 
his offensive remarks and by imposing martial law on them. He 
crushed them in full peace by depriving them of their most basic 
civil rights. To express its gratitude for humbling French Canadi- 
ans, English Canada re-elected Trudeau several times. 


Our Trudeau, in this hospice, had been a leading authority in 
the world of professional gamblers. Out of a desire to distinguish 
himself from ordinary mortals, he once declared that his heart and 
soul now belonged to one of the mysterious religions of distant In- 
dia, that of Ganesh, the elephant-headed god. Pierre never failed to 
praise and pray to his proboscidian before undertaking each day of 
his life. He had amassed a small fortune, probably through 
Ganesh's sponsorship, by joining luxury cruises between Vancou- 
ver and Alaska. He was gambling with other people's money. The 
Mounted Police never succeeded in putting him behind bars be- 
cause he took care to warn his wealthy partners who inquired about 
his profession: "My profession is to cheat at cards in order to de- 
prive my competitors of their money." It was clear, crisp and pre- 
cise! All these rich simpletons were keen to play anyway, out of 
sheer curiosity, and thus lost fat fortunes. Then, in his old age, this 
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brilliant cheater was himself scammed of all his loot by a beautiful 
platinum blonde whom he loved thoughtlessly. 


v 


In the Rocky Mountains village that welcomed me on the day 
I was born, I entered life as I’m about to leave it tonight, in the 
anguish of the unknown, especially when I realized that I wasn’t a 
child like the others, and that God or Providence —or perhaps the 
devil, Who knows?— had designated me not to be quite like my 
peers. However, I understood that I should not reveal anything 
about it to anyone so as not to attract the mockery of the 
unbelievers or the jealous. This ability, granted to me by Mother 
Nature who sometimes knew how to be original in its gifts, was the 
skill of seeing the aura of my fellows. This may seem ridiculous 
and even illusory before thinking about it and contemplating the 
benefits that come out of it. 

The first time the miracle happened was after a bodily 
accident. Like Hop-o ’-My-Thumb, lost with his brothers and sisters, 
who was looking for a glimmer in the night, I had climbed halfway 
up a giant cedar, one of the most majestic cedars on the Canadian 
West Coast, to see the unfathomable and solemn Pacific Ocean, 
and... I had fallen from a phenomenal height that should have killed 
me on the spot. But, at the foot of the giant conifer, modest spruces 
had taken pity on me. They had saved my life by welcoming me 
into their flexible branches to lay me on the humus lined with a 
mantle of ferns. The shock had been brutal but, nevertheless, not 
fatal. I had remained like this, dazed by the pitiless fall, on this 
vegetal carpet thicker than an imperial rug. 

Finally awakened by a throbbing headache, I had staggered 
home. But what had not been my amazement when I saw my 
mother? Her body was entirely covered with a very thin layer of 
bluish mist, itself enveloped in an immense whirlwind of luminous, 
multicolored lines, which twirled around her dear person in 
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concentric spirals, in a downward movement: 
—My God! What’s happening to you, Mom? 
—Nothing! What do you mean? 


—Around you, I can see a thin envelope of blueish smoke and lu- 
minous trajectories... 


—Let's see! Did you fall on your head? 
—Yes! Just ten minutes ago. 


Unaware of the unintentional humor of her remark, my 
mother finally insisted on taking me to a medical doctor who ex- 
amined me from every angle, gave me CT scans, radiographs, 
lungs ultrasound, examinations of the head, neck, shoulders, chest, 
abdomen, arms and legs. I was mapped down to the tiniest lipoma, 
down to the last hemorrhoid. All these educated people did not 
identify any deficiency, and in spite of this "nothing", I continued 
to see, around mother, nurses and doctors, around all my fellows, 
a thin layer of electric blue fog, as well as these immense cocoons 
of multicolored lines that swirled endlessly like orbits of galactic 
bodies. I listened to myself for a long time, scanned myself men- 
tally, anatomized myself with as much attention as I do today, 
while I became this mass of painful flesh nailed to a wheelchair by 
a detestable cerebrovascular stroke. 

Long before this lightning paralysis of the limbs struck me, 
this fall of a tree shod with moss had acquired me this particular 
power; that of catching a glimpse of the aura of my fellows. Ac- 
cording to our family doctor who knew nothing about this subject, 
but talked about it with great gusto, my neurons had by chance 
modified their synaptic connections to give a hand to other less 
customary nerve cells. The new arrangement of my nerve cells had 
suddenly put me in contact with a very different reality. The cone 
cells of my retinas perceived this electric blue halo and cocoon of 
light that enveloped all humans in a kind of electromagnetic aura. 
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To distinguish the pale blue etheric, I was forced to look at the in- 
dividuals from the side; fifty centimeters left or right. An ophthal- 
mologist explained to me much later that "the image of this lumi- 
nous emanation had to form next to the retinal yellow spot" to be 
seen more clearly. I can't remember why. 

After a few days, this layer of light thickened, multiplied to 
become a real skein of luminous lines that enclosed people in a 
great cocoon of clarity. It reminded me of the lines of force created 
by iron filings when approaching a magnet. But in this case, the 
lines of the body nimbs! were no longer white but colored with 
bright hues, and later I could distinguish them by contemplating 
them well in front. The aura rises to the eyes, then extends upwards 
by a brightly colored halo (a sort of nimbus), usually blue or pale 
yellow. Above the head springs a fountain of light similar to a lotus 
flower. The whole forms a true iridescent illumination of a thou- 
sand colors. 

—It's an aura! You can distinguish the aura of people; the doctor 
told me to whom I confided my secret. You are one of the lucky few 
on earth! 


It took me many weeks to get used to these luminous trajec- 
tories that enveloped all the beings around me. In the street and in 
the middle of the crowds, all these colorful lines inextricably inter- 
twined, and I had the impression that passers-by must feel the pres- 
ence of the people around them. I now knew why I was so incon- 
venienced when someone invaded my intimate space; about fifty 
centimeters around me. I could see that, in the dense crowds, eve- 
ryone's spirals were entangled in a confused jumble. In the street 
or at school, I carefully observed the apparent moods and the colors 
of the luminous arcs. 

Little by little, year after year, I learned through empiricism 


| eNimbs or nimbus are circles, halos or aureoles that painters and sculptors place around the 
heads of saints. 
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to understand the meaning of these luminous lines that constantly 
revolved around humans as planetary orbits. I discovered over time 
that, for example, the deeper a person's spirituality, the more saf- 
fron-yellow the halo. Perhaps the togas of Buddhist monks are of 
this shade to marry more intimately with the color of their spiritu- 
ality. It soon became obvious to me that all those who were invaded 
by evil thoughts were covered with dull, brown colors, and that a 
sordid shade of a bile green-yellow betrayed liars, hypocrites, and 
impostors. The bright red seemed to me good, always positive, and 
when it bordered light yellow, I could be assured that this individ- 
ual ranked among the good Samaritans, of the type of Paul-Emile 
Léger, Raoul Follereau, Sainte-Thérése-de-Calcutta or Jean Ti- 
berghien!. 

An even greater delay was necessary for me to become cer- 
tain that the hues of the aura are also strongly influenced by the 
diseased organs of the individual I observe. The sharpest red lines 
darken to a dull brown as they fly over an altered area. It is then 
enough, when you know human anatomy, to guess the state of the 
internal space, the vigor or the withering of the underlying organs. 
Burning with knowledge, I immersed myself like a madman in an- 
atomical encyclopedias to learn how to locate all these vital organs 
that work in the shadows to maintain our well-being and our vital 
flame. Occasionally, by visiting hospitalized patients or pension- 
ers' hospices forgotten by fortune, I learned to locate the place from 
which a pernicious abscess, a treacherous anthrax and even one of 
those diabolical cancers. All these morbidities darken the aura, as 
well as anguish, anger and exasperation, in different hues but gen- 
erally darker, duller, more sinister. 


! ePaul-Emile Léger was a Canadian cardinal who devoted himself to the lepers of Cameroon. Raoul 
Follereau was a French journalist who also worked for the lepers of Africa. Saint Teresa of Calcutta, 
formerly called Mother Theresa, was an Albanian Catholic nun named Anjezé Gonxhe Bojaxhiu. 
She took in abandoned children in Calcutta. Jean Tiberghien was a French humanitarian who 
sacrificed his life to take care of the very poor in the Paris slums, a population who was unable or 
unwilling to work. 
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a 


Blessed by Providence with such a sublime gift that allowed 
me to contemplate the souls of my sisters and fellow human beings, 
to examine the feelings that invade their hearts, nobleness, spiritu- 
ality and almost their breath of life, I could not help but ask myself 
to what noble cause I should devote this providential gift. It was a 
prodigious skill that almost allowed me to guess the state of mind 
of passers-by. I could identify hypocrites, villains, cruel murderers 
and despicable pedophiles. It is known that men are similar in what 
they hide and are differentiated by what they show. I had the im- 
mense privilege of seeing what they hide. I can affirm this in good 
faith having verified it every day that God has given me, since my 
incredible fall from the giant cedar. We walk every day in the street 
rubbing shoulders with angelic, exceptional, exquisite beings. 
Conversely, we meet, several times a day, scary individuals, gal- 
lows game, who watch us surreptitiously, regretting not meeting us 
at night in a deserted place to take away from us what they envy, 
and even, sometimes, deeply upset to have to let us live. They 
watch with rage as the rich wear sumptuous jewels, enjoying eve- 
rything that makes the poor jealous. They scrutinize and inventory 
the gorgeous creatures they meet without being able to appropriate 
their beauty. 

This exceptional gift offered me the opportunity to choose 
between a multitude of professions and trades that have the ad- 
vantage of being highly optimized by this extraordinary ability. 
Which gendarme, which policeman would not be extremely privi- 
leged while crisscrossing a populace, to be able to detect among 
the men and women who pass him by, which of them show crimi- 
nal tendencies, like these electronic reading devices that instantly 
identify stolen vehicles? What judge would not be advantaged, 
when he has to impose a sanction, if he knew that the convicted 
person is in a good mood regarding recidivism? Which medical 
doctor would not feel favored to grasp with a single glance that an 
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edema is devouring his patient’s brain, that a tumor eats away his 
prostate or that a fibroid gangrene is consuming her uterus? The 
famous health check would be accurate and instantaneous. 

I was enthusiastic about the great potential of this predispo- 
sition, which came to me only from a fortuitous accident, so ex- 
travagant that I dared not admit it to anyone, for fear of appearing 
a bit weird or irrational. This famous fall on my head had, I told 
you, changed the fragile balance of my brain for the better. I hesi- 
tated for a long time before setting my sights on... medicine. Yes, 
I decided, after long and agonizing sleepless nights, endless dis- 
cussions with my dear mother, as well as with my father, whose 
opinion did not matter to me, but whom I consulted to ascertain his 
intention to pay the cost of my tuition fees. My mother was a 
sweetheart, but she never had a penny, being too generous... with 
herself. My father, always on the lookout for a few bits of love 
from those around him, agreed to finance all my tuition fees and 
daily maintenance. 

At 25, when I had become a brilliant medical student, I some- 
times thought of my childhood and teenage classmates. I wondered 
anxiously what they would become, and found that they were ac- 
tually becoming nothing at all. Like Romulus and Remus, crouch- 
ing under the she-wolf of disorder, they contented themselves with 
sucking on its udders the artificial paradises that would destroy 
them mercilessly. Narcotics, gambling and alcohol provided them 
with the appeasement, serenity and even oblivion to erase the an- 
guish of their uncertain future, while their closest friends (includ- 
ing myself) were already carving out sumptuous careers. I saw the 
Great Meat-Grinder that is life, engulfing them with delight, like 
an anaconda slowly swallowing its victim. Such was the immodest 
image I had of my radiant Destiny and, by contrast, of the dull and 
pitiful fate that lay in wait for my closest friends. I derived vanity 
from the privileges which life, unconcerned with Justice, gener- 
ously granted me. Like all favored people, I wanted to believe that 
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all options are open to all humans and that you just have to choose: 
"Don't hesitate! Always choose the best for yourself! Those who 
failed simply chose failure!" This seems to be the true rule of life! 
But it's not really true. Success is the worst teacher because it sug- 
gests that you cannot fail. The Great Meat Grinder was going to 
take revenge on my pride by reducing me to the pretense of the 
superman in whose skin I already saw myself hovering far above 
my fellows. 

My fascinating medical studies were going to last a very long 
time —too long— but since my father came out of this world two 
short years after committing to finance my entry into adulthood, I 
had to resolve to drop out of university. As a result, I was forced to 
go to an English island in the Caribbean, a tax haven for some, an 
Olympus of fake diplomas for silver dunces. There, a medical de- 
gree could be negotiated for a large sum. I had to take out a huge 
bank loan to pay an English forger the costs of corruption and for- 
gery. Repaying these colossal sums to the corrupt financial com- 
pany that advanced the funds to me required a substantial income. 

The speed of my fake graduation allowed me to work as soon 
as I returned to the West Coast of Canada and to start repaying the 
bank loan. I adjusted my Résumé so that all dates became plausible. 
As a result, I had to concentrate on a field that brought in a lot of 
money (if not satisfaction), and which did not require more medi- 
cal knowledge than my two years of study actually completed. A 
colleague advised me to specialize in the field of abortions. I was 
then able to quickly repay my fake-university huge debt and build 
up a magnificent pension fund that would allow me to live hand- 
somely throughout my golden years. This objective, however, fiz- 
zled out, because, in my rush to grow my money too quickly, I 
invested it in funds managed by a scammer who inspired absolute 
confidence in those around her. It is obvious that the most skillful 
scoundrels must arouse a sense of peaceful confidence in the 
schemers of my kind, who wish to make a lot of money in a short 
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time. The funds were supposed to be invested in Bangladesh, a 
country very accommodating to take advantage of child-labor and 
destitute women. My dear Korean female adviser had simply orga- 
nized a Ponzi scheme designed to ruin the rich tricksters who did 
not hesitate to turn Bengali children and women into slaves. If only 
I could have seen her in the flesh, her aura would undoubtedly have 
revealed to me her Machiavellianism and deceit. Thanks to modern 
technology, I could only discern her on a touch screen. But the aura 
does not mark those screens. 

Of course, in order to earn all that money I was gobbling up 
in this Danaidian scam, I had to spend my working days perform- 
ing abortions. And as my religious convictions as well as the Hip- 
pocratic Oath forbade me this curious profession, I had to make 
considerable efforts to stifle the repugnance and disgust that in- 
vaded my soul when my sharp scalpel sliced all these little beings 
and slaughtered them one after the other, during long and exhaust- 
ing days of work. I must confess to my great shame that only the 
love of financial security could make me overcome all these up- 
heavals of conscience. 


v 


Believing that Love could forever serve as an antidote to my 
pervasive neurasthenia and psychic disorders that tormented my 
soul, a friend who-meant-well advised me to get married. I did not 
know then that marriage is an adventure that almost always ends 
badly, even if some believers find in the daily flogging of marital 
relations a mystical jubilation, because they think that all these dis- 
tressing tribulations will give them free access to Paradise without 
having to atone for anything in purgatory. 

Like many introverts who carry the burden of pathological 
shyness all their lives, I looked for a soulmate among my cousins, 
and for this purpose I returned to my birthplace in the depths of the 
Rocky Mountains. I had in the corner of my mind a certain Rose, 
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a distant cousin, so poor that she could probably not afford to re- 
fuse my matrimonial proposals. On entering her parents' house, I 
saw that this Rose had become gorgeous, and this immediately 
made me very hesitant in my work of approach, for I feared that 
beauty would make her more demanding, and that my advances 
would be met with a humiliating rebuff. But Fortune gave me a 
beneficial boost. It so happened that this brief stay in my native 
village coincided by the greatest of chance with the unusual visit 
of a wigmaker who scoured the isolated villages of the mountain 
pastures to buy at a low price the long hair of impoverished teen- 
agers. The wigmaker used to make flamboyant wigs that he sold at 
high prices in Vancouver's vast metropolitan area. 

My beautiful Rose was already about to sell her beautiful 
fleece for a price that would allow her family to put some butter in 
the spinach. I then decided to outbid the wigmaker to acquire it 
myself, in order to allow my Rose to keep her golden curls that 
delighted my heart and my dreams. So, I became the happy owner 
of a part of her person and even if it was not the most attractive, I 
considered myself to have a strong advantage to seize the rest. 
Thank God, the conquest of her person was favored because, not 
only did I have a foot in the door, but Rose seemed penetrated with 
a great romantic lyricism by the fact that her hair legally belonged 
to me. I myself felt a greater attachment to her and when Love had 
crystallized all these ingredients into sublime jewels, I found my- 
self a slave to this budding love. 

The fact that I was the exclusive owner of a fragment of her 
body greatly discouraged potential suitors who were certainly not 
numerous in the desert pastures of those high mountains, but who 
still consisted of two young Basque shepherds whose parents had 
deliberately chosen to settle in the Rocky Mountains to escape the 
atrocities of the Spanish Civil War!. One was named Pantxoa Zar- 
randikoetxea and the other Gaizka Iartzaldebehere. I am convinced 


| eBetween 1936 and 1939. 
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that the incredible complexity of their names also contributed to 
tipping the scales of Love in my favor. 

The wedding party would have been too expensive for my 
starving purse already undermined by the purchase of her hair. We 
chose by mutual agreement the concubinage! which had not yet, as 
today, become a banal rule. 


v 


To put it bluntly, my existence was not entirely bathed in 
candy pink. The misfortune of my soul as a medical doctor was 
quickly exacerbated by the fact that, during my abortion operations, 
I could distinguish the small aura of the child that was added to 
that of his mother. By a mysterious premonition, the small whirl- 
wind in the child's aura seemed to indicate that the fetus was feel- 
ing that he was going to die. Indeed, the bright red of its radiance 
faded as soon as I prepared to end its intra-uterine life. At first, I 
was horrified and spent whole nights in anguish, looking at the 
moon, as terrified as the executioners of Canada whose alcoholic 
fate was always determined by the desperate gaze of the hanged 
men and women. My anxious questions were not answered. "J 
asked the moon... and the moon told me: I'm not used to dealing 
with cases like that!*" In desperation, I began, like the hangman of 
Canada, to drown my distress in artificial paradises such as per- 
vitine, the drug of courage of the SS, which also spared them the 
agonizing tortures of moral problems, until the day when I under- 
stood that drugs and alcohol were not my faithful and unwavering 
friends, but sought only to bury me in distress, like cunning traitors. 

However, over time, I managed to convince myself that I was 
doing a service to society in general and to women in particular; to 
society as our planet became overcrowded, unable to feed the im- 
mense multitude of malnourished children who swarmed through 


' 60r common-law cohabitation. 
2 eLyrics by the group Indochine. 
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the impoverished lands of our planet. It was therefore desirable to 
dry up as much as possible the fecundity of our nation, whose civ- 
ilization, anemic by abundance, and languishing with the wear and 
tear of time, was heading for decline and extinction. As for women, 
they had suffered myriad of indecent injustices since the Garden of 
Eden, which had even gone so far as to adorn their conscience with 
the chimerical original sin. The merciless centuries had reduced 
them to the status of subordinates, sources of hard work and sweet 
pleasure, for the sole benefit of men. Certainly, I was acutely aware 
that the 150,000 annual abortions in Canada had not helped my 
now endangered nation. Yet I made it my duty to forget it, so as not 
to add my voice to the malicious clamor of the multitude. 

As soon as the overwhelming exhaustion no longer anchored 
my anxious mind in a deep sleep, my briefest insomnia was as- 
sailed by hordes of night visions of martyred children, curiously 
ornamented by the distressing sounds of the salsa of the demon that 
haunted my tormented brain: 

Yer, 7 am Beelzebul 
Da a goat, Dm ta rat 
Yes. yer. yer. 1 live in garbage 
7 stink of sweat and lust 
9 smoke, 7 drink, 7 have all the vices... 

Ah! How much I regretted being captive to this nonsense that 
nailed me to the pillory of my conscience. But they constantly har- 
assed me like the manes of all these little beings: 

9 hate you, 7 curse you 
9 am completely, rotten, 

Some of my 30,000 homunculi, now teenagers and adults, 
appeared to me as delusional specters to inflict nagging reproaches, 
cruel invective, so much so that I thought I was several times on 
the verge of sinking into suicidal dementia. 


! eLyrics of the song The salsa of Satan, by the composer Jacques Delaporte. 
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Apart from these sufferings, that I exorcised as best I could 
by my rhetoric of public utility and Good of Humanity, | enhanced 
these treatments with a multitude of shots of Cognac. Moreover, I 
led, with my beautiful Rose, a life of the most ordinary, happy to 
spend my leisure in books that delighted my mind out of my odious 
decay. Seated on the hidden terrace of a Vancouver café, we, Rose 
and I, enjoyed watching passers-by stroll down one of the main 
streets in Vancouver's inner city. As usual, I always described to 
her the auras that fascinated me to the point of obsession. I often 
spotted couples whose colors swirled and intermingled furiously, 
and I suspected them of having great difficulty living together. But 
isn't this the most common lot? I would occasionally notice a man 
or woman who displayed a dull red aura evoking murderous 
tendencies. The murderers are among us, | said to Rose, referring 
to all these... evil thieves of life. But... Wasn't I one myself? 


4 


And then, here I am today! The cruel time forced me to inac- 
tivity, to my great despair because the mountain of gold that popu- 
lated my wildest dreams was never high enough, to the point that I 
renounced the most modest pleasures to experience the supreme 
happiness of adding every night the fruit of my daily work at the 
top of my wealth. I always wanted it higher. 

Forced by my failing health to retire, and finally, to realize 
my possessions (that is to say to transform my mountain of gold 
into a golden pension, into daily pleasures, into the delights of 
travel), I had finally understood, to my immense dismay, that this 
famous mount of gold was, in reality, only a diabolical Ponzi pyr- 
amid. The swindler was probably not as harmful as many other 
evildoers, since, instead of going to the distant Indian subcontinent 
to shamelessly exploit the innocent Bengalis, she had contented, 
no doubt with jubilation, with defrauding the crooks of my kind 
who showed no shame in feeding on misery. Basically, I lived on 
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human flesh like the clouds of flies that gorge themselves on cor- 
rupt corpses by following the silent procession of half-cremated 
bodies all along the Ganges, to the Bay of Bengal, to feed the hilsa 
fish' so rich in omega-3, which in turn feed the poor Bengali peo- 
ple. 

I only show my regrets after the fact; because decay morti- 
fied me, killed my beautiful Rose in despair, swallowed my im- 
modesty to gratify my ego with some repentance and a little wis- 
dom. Making amends is now easier for me. Not only does poverty 
free me from the need to consider any kind of reparation, but the 
Ponzi scheme has only hurt thieves of my kind. Moreover, I con- 
sider myself very fortunate today that this anemia of human con- 
sciousness (that has produced the normalization of abortion) has 
not yet given rise to the freedom to get rid of the senile old men 
and the disabled of my kind; in a word, the euthanasia of the el- 
derly. We, old people, remain burdensome problems for all the gen- 
erous caregivers who sacrifice their lives for our well-being. 

At sixty-five, therefore, I was left with the choice of ending 
my life or resolving myself to poverty. I confess that the idea of 
death then came to bloom with my disenchanted mind in disarray. 
I was many times tempted to entrust my Destiny to the deleterious 
fingers of Atropos. But, curiously, the idea of burying my body 
helped me resist these morbid temptations. Ordinary mortals will 
no doubt find it strange that such obsessions, as macabre as they 
are illogical, can invade my mind. For half century, I have refused 
to frequent cemeteries, even to escort my dearest friends, knowing 
full well that the only burial I cannot avoid would be mine, which 
is fast approaching, judging by my desperate condition. These dark 
reflections that I chase away at night, with great perseverance, re- 
turn without respite to the charge, during the day. 


a 


! sHilsa or hilsha fish, called Pallo Machi. 
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The staff of the institution in which I wait, without any im- 
patience, for my own death, trying to distract my mind in less 
gloomy thoughts, consists mainly of women. Most are very dedi- 
cated, and this confirms their bright red aura that swirls around 
their person in beautiful concentric downward spirals. 

The one and only pleasure offered to me in this hospice is 
limited to the observation of Sunday visitors. They parade for a 
good part of the afternoon, on those Sundays once venerated by 
believers. My eyes and ears remain the only organs that the 
planned obsolescence of my body has not yet destroyed. My epiph- 
ysis, which regulates my biological rhythms, has spared my vision 
and hearing, and I welcome that; for I can easily imagine the hell 
that my last spark of life would have produced if I had been at the 
same time deaf, dumb, blind and paralyzed... like a flower in a field. 

In my problematic situation, I would feel more optimistic if 
I could have the dedicated services of a nurse other than Laura to 
take care of me, every time she is on her job: five days a week. She 
tends to feed me half, treat me in the quarter and wash me in the 
eighth. This does not give a satisfactory total. So much so that I 
appreciate (more than herself, no doubt) her time off, which free 
me from her devastating presence. This feeling of neglect and even 
repulsion on her part leaves me with an aftertaste of imminent peril. 
I only have to observe her aura to read the threat as in a heavy 
criminal record. This person is clearly a peril to all those she takes 
in dislike, and I grieve in my heart to be one of those she hates so 
much, when her face displays a sneer of deep repugnance. I fear 
her to such an extent that my heart rate panics every time she ap- 
proaches me, and because of this, I can notice that her aura literally 
turns brown-rotten wood when she takes care of my misshapen and 
disgusting body. 

Why does she hate me so much? What have I done so dan- 
gling to her to deserve her irrational and always unfulfilled hatred? 
Perhaps I look like one of her previous partners who inflicted some 
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annoyance on her. What a bad luck! What an injustice! (Hold on! I 
claim Justice, I who have flouted it in others!) So why didn't I come 
across a brilliant helper like the one enjoyed by the famous Stephen 
Hawking with Charcot's disease? Some say that Jane cherished 
him dearly, because the fabulous scientist, known all over the 
world, was not Stephen... but Jane herself (some people claim to 
be well informed)! With genius, this woman, whose real surname 
was not even known, pretended to translate Steven's infantile stam- 
merings into intelligible terms. The handicapped man’s ramblings 
and babblings gave Jane a pretext to display her own erudition and 
state her personal philosophy, in a time when women could still 
obtain full and universal recognition only through men. 


According to some rumors peddled here and there by the 
stringy lips of generally uninformed gossips, Stephen Hawking 
was therefore only the ventriloquist of his translator, a collabora- 
tion that she maintained and nurtured (it is claimed through her 
calibristix). Everyone was trying to imagine! It was a famous se- 
cret which should not be divulged under any pretext so as not to 
hurt the unfathomable susceptibility of the English nation which, 
since William the Bastard, meticulously hides its past weaknesses, 
instead of asking forgiveness for everything as the French nation 
generally does. 


& 


In the fall, Nature speaks such a beautiful language to my 
ears and my solitude, through the rustling of the foliage of two 
large maple trees! Their branches sometimes come to caress each 
other timidly with the tips of their branches at each mood swing of 
the whimsical breeze. When everything is calm, I listen to the in- 
cessant chatter of the waterfall in our small park, and, some other 
days, the eternal friselis of the north wind... 

Every weekend, I look forward to all these family visits, and 
I like to see lovers kissing each other breathlessly. Even without 
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turning my head, I even recognize the yawns of those who are in 
the room, around me. Sometimes, I see Justin's father and mother, 
a young man who has fallen off his motorcycle, and who "starts 
dying at 20" as the writer Celine would say. On the first Friday of 
every month, a daughter-in-law comes to visit her mother-in-law. 
In the presence of her husband, she lavishes kindness on her in 
warm and touching terms, but I see that her aura does not confirm 
this sweet attachment. 

Ah! The beautiful Julie of Saturdays, powdered and per- 
fumed like a bouquet of daffodils! It is a pleasure, for my poor eyes, 
to admire her legs that spring like white stamens from a brocade 
corolla. Her bust, as firm as a sculpture by Francois Rude, molded 
in a delicious serin yellow taffeta, gives a glimpse of all the won- 
ders that the cunning Creator has imagined to chain males to the 
act of procreation. Julie showers us with adorable smiles and prom- 
ises never made aloud, never kept. She fills her husband's ears with 
trills that spring from her lips as fleshy as wild strawberries. Rich- 
ard III would have given his kingdom for a horse, how many hours 
would I sacrifice, among the precious last that have fallen to me in 
this life, to savor these delicate fruits, when her persuasive phero- 
mones come to besiege my degenerate body? 


& 


I am very sensitive to perfumes. Perfumes remind us of those 
we loved. They are the greatest messengers of our memories. A 
fragrance sometimes takes me back to a small wood in the Monts- 
Notre-Dame! located behind Riviére-du-Loup. This is where my 
lips once gave a first kiss to the chosen one of my heart, Line the 
cuddle. It's a sweet memory that wanders through my anemic brain. 

At the death of some of my alter egos who mold in this old 
men’s hospice, I feel this mixture of sadness to have lost a friend, 


Mn the Canadian Appalachians. 
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mixed with a feeling of unspeakable pleasure to have been momen- 
tarily spared by the Grim Reaper. 

Last week I could see Queen Claude, reduced to a handful of 
bones, emaciated at the bottom of her wheelchair... She once 
danced in Winnipeg in a body of thirty pairs of legs at the Grands 
Ballets Canadiens. When I arrived in this hospice, she still dis- 
played the last glimmers of twilight and persisted in twirling her 
petticoat with an exquisite hip thrust that froze my fork on my lips. 
Then time flowed like fine sand between my arthritic fingers, and 
here she is now with her long dead hair, tied under her chin like a 
hangman's rope. At the bottom of two gloomy cavities, deep as ar- 
tesian wells, her eyes gleam faintly in the hypothetical hope of an- 
other life. Her cheeks deepen under the many tears her fist has 
crushed with every heartache, every white hair, every wrinkle, 
every betrayal of those she loved. Queen Claude, whose name no 
longer evokes for me the tasty emerald plums, cultivates her wor- 
ries with fervor, as a florist treats his flowers. 

—Forget your worries! I insisted. Otherwise, they will undermine 
and consume you! 


4 


The nurse's assistant I am usually assigned, as I mentioned 
above, is named Laura. Even if I have never been able to speak to 
her since she was hired after the stroke that left me paraplegic and 
totally mute, I consider, after scrutinizing the significance of her 
aura, that I must be on my guard because her dominant shade very 
purplish denotes a phenomenal pride. In addition, this shade dark- 
ens considerably when Laura approaches me, which suggests that 
it is reluctantly that she is taking care of me. She seems to be strug- 
gling with her repugnance to being in charge of my dilapidated 
body. I must admit that my filth and foul smell escapes from my 
being only because Laura always manages to neglect (or even skip) 
my morning hygiene session which repels her. 
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However, it turns out that uncleanliness gives me totally un- 
bearable itching in the most intimate parts', and the inability to rub 
or scratch myself to soothe me, turns my life into a maddening suf- 
fering. When Laura arrived a few years earlier, I still had some 
control over my left arm, and when the tingling began to torture 
my private parts, I was able to scratch myself violently. She saw 
me one day, and, believing that, carried away by unbridled concu- 
piscence, I was trying to grant myself a fleeting pleasure, instead 
of trying to understand that my agitation was only the consequence 
of her cruel negligence, she looked at me with a sneer of supreme 
disgust and exclaimed, grimacing in repugnance: 

—Wow! This horrible little old man is a dirty vicious ... A rapist or 
even a pedophile! I'll teach him to respect others! 


By her hasty and unhealthy judgment alone, I have become 
a filthy being, even more miserable than a senile old man in agony. 
Since that day, she has displayed a tenacious hatred towards what 
remains of my human person, while being careful not to highlight 
it in front of others. When we have lost all our senses, a sixth awak- 
ens in us. He exhorts me to distrust! But how to ward off the blows 
when you are no more than a body almost uninhabited by life, de- 
risory and diminished as can be an alga tossed by the swell? 

My sad fate, however, becomes clearer on Saturdays and 
Sundays, during Laura's days off and absences. These days fill me 
with unspeakable happiness, because her substitute, Daisy, much 
more diligent, carries out her work without batting an eyelid, with 
the same enthusiasm as if I were a newborn. She washes me with 
meticulous zeal, an almost guilty ardor, and spreads on my lips my 
meals with a spoon, with an angelic and maternal hand. My full 
stomach then ceases its a cappella recriminations that exhaust me 
when it claims its pittance’. These blessed days, I feel like I am 


1 @Balanitis and mycosis of the glans and foreskin. 


? ePittance or pitance, from pity, compassion: a very small portion. 
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bathed in fullness, even if Daisy has the bad habit of talking to me 
like a child, constantly stroking my head, which fills me with great 
irritation: 

—So! Father Cloclo is hungry? He's going to eat his boiled egg 
porridge with milled bread dips? Oh how good it is! Is it a gourmet 
delight... You're in for a treat! 


I confess that I prefer to be infantilized by one rather than 
tortured by the other. Faced with Laura's disconcerting behavior, I 
wonder how all this will turn out, and the menacing colors that her 
sinister aura wears when she is forced to approach my bed, incline 
me to glimpse an unenviable outcome for my person. I consider 
myself so vulnerable, so weakened by feeling trapped in this ane- 
mic and sickly quadriplegic body, that I cannot help but feel an 
immense uneasiness in her presence. Over time, her aura alters 
considerably to become even duller by sinking into the brown 
"gray-of-Moorish". Moreover, my own aura, which I partially per- 
ceive in the margins of my field of vision, displays hues that ex- 
press panic fear. I remember her words, spoken one morning after 
changing my underwear: 

—This vicious old fart, he’s as boring as a dead rat! His dung as 
sticky as agar-agar and stinks like a rotting corpse! 


—Mention it on his chart! someone said. 


Laura wrote on my card placed in front of me on the tablet: 
"Excessively firm stools to the extreme. Very stubborn smell despite 
our constant efforts." Then she goes back to work. 


—You’d better clean him better, Laura. I heard that the supervisor 
was mad at you yesterday morning?! 


—What was wrong? 


—TI think the doctor says that this patient has erythema on the but- 
tocks and penis... Cause he isn t properly washed. 
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—Damun! He makes me so sick! 


Laura gives me a look of fierce hatred, as if I am responsible 
for her laziness. In fact, she rarely washes me and quite poorly, 
with a sneer of infinite disgust. 


—Oh, you bastards! Still, I wash him well! she muttered. Let me 
see the doctor, I'm going to make him know what I think! Anyhow, 
he doesnt have long to live! 


—How do you know that? 


—RHe's far too damaged to live longer! Good... I go get the water 
to mop the floor. 


Ihave to admit, Iam having a hard time of it, especially when 
I notice that the colors of her aura gradually plunge towards even 
darker shades, down to a very threatening walnut-wry brown, 
when she gives me villainous looks, sharp as knitting needles. 


A few days after this heartbreaking event, Laura is in her 
graveyard shift! like every Wednesday. The weather that evening 
was Siberian, quite unaccustomed cold in Vancouver, which almost 
always enjoyed a very mild microclimate, thanks to the oceanic 
humidity of the Kuro-Shivo current, and the isolation created by 
the Rocky Mountains. The frigid day reluctantly gave way to the 
Siberian night that evening, at around 4:00 p.m. under an arctic sky. 
Sa as not to lose all heart, I persuade myself that dawn will finally 
show its nose, sooner or later, after an almost sleepless night. As 
usual, the new day will infiltrate between the window blinds, and 
I will be happy to welcome it as a friend, as a saviour, like a night 
watchman who sees the relief coming: "Finally, here is the day and 
life!" Pll think. And the itching of balanitis will torture me less at 
the thought that there are only two days left before Daisy, the week- 
end nurse's substitute, comes and washes me thoroughtly. What a 


! eGraveyard shift = night shift. 
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joy! Certainly, she would go from her usual: "So! Father Cloclo 
soiled his willy? Are we going to clean it up? Oh he's going to feel 
good! We'll refurbish him!" | won't even blame her for being treated 
like this anymore! 


But that night is unlike any other. Laura prowls in almost to- 
tal darkness after turning off the light. She seems reluctant to take 
a certain step. What step? I would love to unravel the mystery, 
while dreading to know it. Betrayed by her aura, which, although 
very brownish, clearly distinguishes itself in the night for my eyes 
very used to this particular vision, I can see her navigating with 
muffled steps, almost silently, around my medical bed and through 
the entire surface of the room in which she laid me down as every 
evening following the frugal oatmeal menu... After thoroughly 
washing my body... exceptionally... (I dare not rejoice!), she sud- 
denly grabs the bed of my neighbor, paralyzed like me, and slowly 
rolls it towards the next room. I am puzzled. I imagine the worst: 
does she want to eliminate any potential witness? She drags a sad 
aura that darkens like a night of horror. 


I try to guess the length of time I have left before dawn. 
That’s what Monsieur Seguin's goat must have done, facing the 
wolf who wanted to devour her. Despite this death that lurks si- 
lently, with muffled steps, I still hope that she will have pity on a 
poor puny and vulnerable old man who can do her no harm what- 
soever... and that she will let me live... Or perhaps a miracle will 
come to set me free. I think of all those fetuses whose aura quivered 
as I approached my scalpel, sharpened like a razor blade. For the 
moment nothing... I watch for a threat from my narrow angle of 
vision. There I was, unable to speak, to move any part of my hand- 
icapped body, inert like a disjointed puppet, except for my eyes 
whose poor pupils, no doubt magnified to the max by fear, seek to 
pierce the intentions of this devious shadow. Without the slightest 
noise, her silhouette moves here and there like a ghost, whose aura 
and etheric glow transformed into a real "bearer-oflight". I shudder 
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to think that Lucifer means "bearer-of-light". 


How could I let myself be dragged into this life of decay that 
is only a long fall? Was I predestined? I believe so. Man is not free 
of his actions. My genetic code has set my Destiny in stone. It led 
me like a cow to where my predestination decided, and I did noth- 
ing more than what my Destiny commanded me to do. 


An imminent misfortune was going to befall me, without be- 
ing able to defend myself in the least. Iam obsessed with this prem- 
onition. Under the effect of fear, the greenish hues of my aura 
darken even more. I thought of the thirty-thousand children in my 
career as a doctor, who must also have sensed death coming, when 
their little auras expressed fear through the same veronese-green 
hue and uncontrolled vibrations of fright. The shadow finally ap- 
proached and leaned over my bed. From the bland glow of her aura, 
Lctuobenien I guessed the features of the silhouette. 

but Iam watching you. | saw (I swear) a satanic face... A smirk 
straight from hell. She looked at me with 
a sneer and I heard her Torquemadian 
mouth, twisted by hatred, articulate by 
detaching the words: 


—You, my nincompoop, I'm going to 
make you pay for your victim's looks. 
You're going to dive into hell... tonight! 
I swear it! Tabarnak! 


She wanted me to know, the scoundrel! Dying is less scary 
than Anowing when you are going to die. I was totally panicked, 
unable to move to save myself, or defend myself, or shout "help!" 
to alert some other visiting guard. I felt trapped in a horrible night- 
mare, like in a foul, stinking mud that prevented me from fleeing. 
A vertiginous anguish took hold of me like a treacherous hand. It 
penetrated my chest, gripped my heart and squeezed it, until the 
ventricles and auricles, crushed, came out in strips of mud between 


70 


Laura's aura, 


the gaunt fingers of this demon. Despair sank into my brain like a 
spike of steel, cold and rigid. I felt as abandoned as a gazelle, stran- 
gled by the powerful jaws of a voracious lion, while its herd of 
herbivores, brothers, sisters, and cousins, leaped away, happy to 
have been spared. The unfortunate animal knows it has only a few 
minutes (brief but endless at a time) to agonize until asphyxiation 
and death grab it and tear it away from this world, certainly cruel, 
but so seductive in comparison to the Unknown. 


What to do? I tried a desperate effort to scream, to move, but 
barely managed to pull my lips apart without the slightest sound 
escaping my mouth. I could see that my halo darkens in despair 
and fear. There was nothing left for me to do but die and wait for 
this psychopath to die and join me in the Beyond: "J’7// be waiting 
for you in the depths of Eternity to push you away!" | whispered in 
my head. I was forgetting that I had no chance of being at the right 
portal myself. 


Laura, wrapped in a halo barely visible by its now anthracite 
hue, tore off my sheet and blanket with a single sudden gesture, 
discovering my hideous body deformed by arthritis. She hurled it 
all back to my feet. I saw her in her light lab coat heading towards 
the window, opening it and leaving it wide open, then suddenly 
disappearing through the door that she closed on her, without noise, 
with a thousand precautions. 


a 


Now, the icy blast of Yukon and Alaska was pouring contin- 
uously through the gaping window. In the minutes that followed, I 
felt the marble cold of death rising in me. I thought of my five 
children, my six grandchildren, my mother and my father, who 
have been dead for so long. They may come and greet me when I 
arrive on the other shore of the Ocean of Life. The coldness went 
up my legs and bit me cruelly. I thought of the good and evil I have 


71 


Laura's aura, 


done in my long life, hoping that the Supreme Judge, if there is one, 
will not be too harsh on me. I have always been lenient and debo- 
nair in judging myself. Much less to assess others. My conscience 
climbed the old creaky staircase to the dusty attic of my memory. 
There, were sleeping or awakening all the memories of my long 
life; the good and the bad, the happy and the sad, the ones I wasn’t 
proud of and the ones I would like to present first to give a good 
first impression. Contrary to what I would have thought, I was sur- 
prised to find that death does not frighten me in the least. In front 
of it, I tried to keep a contemptuous attitude, to look it in the face 
so that Lady Death loses her arrogance. It then seemed to me as 
ridiculous as the shadows of the night when we approach them: 
terrifying specters become illusory chimeras. Instead of fleeing 
these masks, I approached and lifted their black veil with a deter- 
mined gesture to look them in the face. Thus, stripped of their de- 
frock, these mirages then appeared as ridiculous tyrants. I suddenly 
saw my dear parents who did their best to educate me; sometimes 
awkwardly but always with love. My five children came to wish 
me bon voyage, dressed in their qualities but also in their faults. 


A thousand cold, sharp thoughts crossed my mind like a 
shoemaker's awl. I chased them a hundred times, they came back 
one hundred and one, like a cloud of hungry flies. Already the cold 
of death began to grip my belly. My faint and fragile breath exhaled 
a light mist immediately sucked by the icy breath of the night that 
continued to rush into the room to flush out the last molecules of 
warm air. 


What should I have done to ensure that this crime would not 
go unpunished?... I bit my tongue violently until I cut off the tip 
almost completely. The blood spurted, overwhelmed my mouth. I 
spitted it out on the sheet in front of me. The doctor may have the 
idea to search more scrupulously for the mysterious cause of my 
death. The Siberian cold invaded my chest. I felt myself entering 
hibernation, then an incandescent furnace engulfed me, it was a 
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kind of blackish tar, burning, which reminded me in a flash of the 
boiling pitch of the pit of Cainas'. And I understood that I should 
have brought Jife, not destruction. I called Death, but Death refused 
to shorten my suffering. Why was I not a Hindu? The idea of suc- 
cessive reincarnations must give "the habit" of dying. They have 
died so many times already that dying would now be a mere for- 
mality to fulfill, totally devoid of terror. Around me other humans 
advanced, conversing. They surrounded me. I listened to their 
whisper and chopped dialogues of men and women on their way to 
the World Beyond, like a column of sheep transhumant towards 
some mysterious mountain pastures. 


Then, the heat of the Cainas disappeared, and the hand of 
Death became icy to tyrannize my poor foolish body. I think of my 
dear son. But his image blurred as the integral cold of the Beyond 
World invaded my head and mind. This earthly life became an or- 
deal to me, and death now seemed a helping accomplice, a friendly 
and desirable outcome. Without regrets I was leaving this world. 
Verses from the poet Aragon crossed my mind in a flash: 


"This is something deep down that I cannot understand; 
This fear of dying that people have at home.» 


My tongue, severed and bloody, terribly tortured me. I was 
suffering like a mute saturated with huanglian who can only si- 
lently endure these inexpressible bitterness”. Without any transi- 
tion, I recognized the tunnel so often evoked whose distant end 
blazes with a blinding light. A rumor swelled as I slid without any 
physical effort towards Clarity. I just had to wish to move forward 
for my body to move, like a tree leaf driven by a current, air or 
water. The rumor became hubbub and then rumbles. A huge crowd, 


1 *In Dante Alighieri's Inferno. In the 9" Circle, the First Zone is called Caina (from Cain who killed his 
brother). It is in this pit of molten pitch that traitors to kinship, and, by extension, to mankind, are punished. 


2 *Huanglian or coptis sinensis. The idea is by the Chinese author Wei-Wei in her book A Zhuang Girl. 
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overexcited, agitated like waves in a frightening, unbearable tu- 
mult, spewing their dislike and aversion to me, and showing me 
their fists, shouting insults, their faces distorted by hatred. 


It was impossible to count this confused and frenzied crowd. 
They were at least 30,000. 


"It could only be this tall, handsome 
brown, slender and dark as a night owl, 
who always sat at the back of the 
classroom on the left." 


The letters 
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5- 
The stolen letter 


f ocialism, whether "national" like Hitler's, — or 
"international" in Stalin's style, pushed Europe back into 
on primitive barbarism and then towards the virtual 
extinction of the peoples of this continent. At the 
beginning of World War II, the diabolical collusion! between the 
two totalitarian regimes (Communism and Nazi) was _ the 
immediate cause of the outbreak of war. During and at the end of 
this same conflict, Europe was the scene of the worst excesses. So- 
called "exceptional" courts sentenced to death all those suspected 
of "collaborating" with the Germans”. Some citizens, eager to 
exonerate themselves of their inaction in the face of the excesses 
of the Nazis, displayed an expeditious zeal to punish the accused. 
The latter were discreetly executed with a bullet in the head. 


4 


Thus acted a group of Resistance fighters called Francs-ti- 
reurs et partisans (FTP) of Soviet-Communist obedience, in the 
underground of an impenetrable Pyrenean forest near Saint-Béat. 
In 1944-1945, young people, former Militiens (militiamen), were 
tried on the sly, without the slightest Defense lawyer, by pseudo- 
judges, self-promoted leaders of insurgents who fought against 


1 Allusion to the Non-Aggression Treaty of 1939 (German-Soviet Pact) and the Supplementary Treaty of 1940 between the same 
powers, intended to help Hitler circumvent the Anglo-French blockade of (strategic) raw materials to Germany. These treaties gave 
Hitler a free hand against his main adversary: France. 


2 While at the beginning of the same war, the Communists themselves sabotaged any French resistance against Nazi Germany, for 
example by strikes in the armaments factories of Renault, precisely because of this German-Soviet Pact. FTP is the acronym for 
Francs-Tireurs Partisans, of communist obedience. At the end of the war, the reprisals against the Collaboration with the Germans 
were all the more cruel because the French Communists wanted to clear themselves of their initial collaboration with Nazism. They 
resulted in 10,000 summary executions. In English territory occupied by the Germans (the archipelago of Jersey-Guernsey), the fact 
that the English authorities handed over to the Germans all the Jews at the request of the Nazis (all ended up in Auschwitz), did not 
lead to any reprisals against their Collaborators at the end of the war. 
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Nazi oppressors. In Saint-Béat, the pseudo-Court was made up of 
a communist teacher who would become after the war the mayor 
of the village, another was a union leader, and a Spanish Republi- 
can refugee in France. And these three men already knew what 
horrible fate they had in store for the young handcuffed teenagers 
who were waiting for "justice" in a neighboring log cabin. All these 
crimes against humanity, perpetrated by the communists, were in- 
exorably a response to the Nazi crimes against humanity, even 
more terrible! 

At the end of the pseudo-trials that inevitably ended "with a 
guilty verdict that would automatically carry the death sentence 
within minutes", FTP Communists feigned generosity and human- 
ism by allowing the ones who were going to die without really 
knowing why, to write in pencil a farewell letter to their family. 
They were promised to pass on their final thoughts to their grieving 
parents. But these desperate letters were never delivered to rela- 
tives because the leader of this FTP clique had already received 
orders from Moscow to embark on a political career in France, and 
he knew that these missives could one day backfire by scuttling not 
only his political career but also the advent of the Soviet paradise 
in France that was to precede the famous "Singing Tomorrows". In 
this "heavenly and paradisiacal Jerusalem" of the new Bolshevik 
religion, only the proletarians of the world were to be admitted. 
The rich and entrepreneurs who created jobs for their fellow men 
were systematically banished in eternal hell. Thus, at the end of the 
"Liberation" time, the FTP chief simply kept the bundle of poignant 
letters in the safe of his private house, a house adorned —at the end 
of the war— with a tricolor wooden panel on which a local artist 
had painted the words: "Honor to our mayor," accompanied by this 
motto: Liberty, Equality, Fraternity. 


4 


Half a century later, I met in Vancouver the only son of this 
communist leader who died shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
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not from a bullet in the head as he used to exterminate his own 
political prisoners, but in a comfortable bed with a top-of-the-range 
mattress. He left this world after realizing the vanity and criminal- 
ity of communism, nazism and all the absurd fundamentalisms that 
turned the twentieth century into a terrifying hell to sow death and 
misery. 

Europeans, disgraced and debased by these excesses have 
made themselves hara-kiri by not reproducing themselves (or so 
little), as in a frightening suicidal holocaust, presumably believing 
that the world would be a better place without them: "Western 
world, you are condemned to death... We will awaken everywhere 
the seeds of confusion and uneasiness... Let drug traffickers 
pounce on your terrified countries... We are the ones who will al- 
ways give the enemy's hand!!" 

Christian, the son of this Pyrenean politician revealed to me 
one day the existence of this wad of heartbreaking letters. I could 
read them; they brought bitter tears in my eyes over the ignominy 
of the fanaticism engendered by both religious and political doc- 
trines, which sow division and even hatred within humanity instead 
of harmonizing it. I asked him to publish them, to stigmatize the 
monstrosity of this cursed era, as they denounced the hideous 
crimes of the Nazis. He refused, for fear of sullying the memory of 
his father, whom neighbors considered a Hero of the Liberation 
and a paladin of self-righteous Morality. So, I stole one, for I felt 
that the world must hear at least one of those cries that rose from 
the depths of horror, and from the Hercynian rock of the Pyrenees 
mountains in which lie the remains of these young men, misled in 
the maze of politics. Here is the content: 


| Proclamation of the French journalist Louis Aragon, communist in the pay of the Muscovite Soviets Union. 
"Giving a hand to the enemy" will materialize in the Stalinist Pact with Hitler and in the strike of the CGT in the 
arsenals and French armaments factories at the time of the Franco-German declaration of war in 1939. The French 
Communist Party deliberately threw itself into treason and thus allowed Hitler to perpetrate his crimes against 
humanity. Thousands of Aragon streets forever commemorate this man across France; probably for being a traitor 
to his homeland. 
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Pierre C..._ (18 year old) 


Dear Maman, 

They just sentenced me to die. I, who have always dreamed, 
since my earliest childhood, of dying for my Fatherland, Iam going 
to die, they told me, because I betrayed my Fatherland. They asked 
me to write a farewell letter and it is to you, my dear Mama, that I 
want to address it. Not forgetting of course Papa, Adrien, Thérése 
and Cyprien. But I know that it is you, Mother, who will best 
understand all the feelings I want to express. And so, you can pass 
this letter on to everyone I love. I know I can't ask you not to grieve 
for me. A mother always cry for her children. What did I do wrong? 
I don't know. I didn't kill anyone; I did not indulge in any 
denunciation. I have never denounced the communists I know in 
the region, the Jews who hid throughout the war in most Pyrenean 
farms, in full view of all. On the contrary, we have protected them. 
I know all the gendarmes who secretly did the military training of 
the maquisards', of leftwing or rightwing Resistants, and the 
smugglers who crossed the Pyrenees with Jewish and Gaullist 
fugitives. I simply wore the Militia uniform for a few months. My 
only crime is to have believed the words of Marshal Peétain, the 
victor of Verdun, and Admiral Darlan (Ministry of the Navy) I 
guarded at the Chateau de Nérac. Can men like these be traitors? 
How not to believe in such peoples? The head of the Court that 
sentenced me shouted at me that I had to die for "collaborating 
with the Germans". So I replied: 

—RHow could I have collaborated with the Germans? I've never 
seen any German! 

—Shut up! the judge yelled. You're just a bastard and you're going 
to die like a bastard. It is too late to play the plaster saint, the pious 
hypocrite. You should have thought about it when you entered that 
bloody Petain Militia! Bastard! Scumbags like you don't deserve 


le Underground fighters or guerrilleros. 
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to live! 

The trial was a series of insults. It was like that every time I 
opened my mouth to defend myself from an unfair accusation. I 
know they want me dead since I haven't been given any lawyer. 
There is no need to defend myself. The three "judges" who faced 
me kept repeating "Bastard, you're going to die like a dog!" I know 
that I will be executed as soon as I finish this letter; and I would 
never stop writing to you, talking to you, and telling you how much 
I love you, Maman; how much I regret not having been able to live 
to try to give you back all that you brought me out of love. I would 
have liked so much to give you some grandchildren, to take care of 
you when you get older. You often repeated to me: "Pierre, you will 
be my old age’ cane!" But I know that Thérése, Adrien and 
Cyprien will take care of you and dad when you are older. You did 
everything for me; You gave me life, you washed my diapers, ... 
And I haven't always been a good boy. When I could slip away from 
chores or field work, I’d slip away. I beg your forgiveness for all 
this. I also ask forgiveness from Adrien, Thérése and Cyprien for 
all the times I repacked them when they came to disturb my 
tranquility. I should have been more patient with my younger 
siblings. 

Confronted with this final trial that I face today, I want to 
behave as bravely as Dad. He who always told me: "there is no 
point in crying or imploring; You have to do your duty, grit your 
teeth, and that's it. It is true that it would be cowardly to cry, and 
anyway it would be useless. They would be too happy about it. For 
they are determined to blind vengeance. I want to die standing up 
and with my eyes open like Dad would. I have always tried to react 
to events with as much calmness, dignity and courage as Dad. Do 
you remember, Dad, when you stood in front of the dog that wanted 
to bite me? You looked at him coldly without moving and the dog 
did not dare to attack you. That's how I want to look at those who 
are going to kill me. I don't think it will stop them, but at least they 
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will see that I know how to die like a man, like a Frenchman. 

I have to end up here because they come to get me to die. 
They probably think I'm writing too long. Goodbye Maman, 
Farewell! I will see you on the other shores in a few years. I charge 
you to embrace on my behalf all the family and friends. I ask God 
for forgiveness for all the evil I have done. Let him not be harsh on 


me when I appear before him in a few moments. Our Lady of 
Lourdes, intercede for me with God. 


I love you all, as much as one can love, 
Your son, Pierre. 
PS: Take diligent care of my good Picard. He has always been an 
obedient dog and I hope to see him again in Paradise too. 


4 


"Some say Jane was squeezing him very carefully." [p.41] 
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-6- 
The mystery rendezvous. 


en Veronique saw the young man who was going to sit 

in her section, she felt her heart racing. Brown hair ar- 

ranged in an artistic disorder framed a face of a finesse 

that would have melted the heart of the most demanding 

woman, except for those who prefer to share their destiny with 

machos phallocrats, males who sweat virility through all their ori- 

fices and who will inevitably come to inflict physical or psycho- 

logical violence on them, when they wish to expand their auton- 

omy. Yet the newcomer displayed robust shoulders, a powerful 

bust and long legs ... long like Ken's, you know... Caroline's or ra- 

ther Barbie's boyfriend. A tight jean made of Nimes canvas, worn 

and torn in the right places according to the best rites of the gilded 

youth of certain Vancouver wealthy neighborhood, all ennobled in 

a tailored midnight blue jacket, that highlighted every detail of his 
anatomy. 


—Wow! 


In the space of a few seconds, several profiles of young 
women with curious eyes appeared furtively at the glass doors of 
the kitchens and offices. They could make out enthusiastic com- 
ments: "Cute to death!", "Crunchy!" "Extraordinary ...", "I’m 
fainting ..." "I can’t believe ..." 


—Wow! Lucky you! Sophie said to Claire; You're gonna take care 
of him! Well! If the content is as wonderful as the container, I am 
willing to do anything to get hold of him... even get properly mar- 
ried in due form. 
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—TI think I know him. I believe he is the only son of the great finan- 
cier of Vancouver, Jim Patisson. I've heard he's super nice, trying 
to find a woman who won't date him for his money. That's his big 
problem. That’s why he makes mystery dates. 


Claire put back some disci- 
pline into her recalcitrant curls of 
hair, which were sticking up in 
places, re-adjusted her slightly 
creased uniform, rubbed her lips 
together to revive the somewhat 
tarnished red, put on and flashed 
her best smile, and eagerly walked 
through the swinging door to ap- 
proach the young man: 


—Good morning! Can I help you, 
sir? 


The handsome Jonathan. Priv. Coll. —Hello! Do you wish... ? 


—dJust a coffee for now. Maybe 
I'll have a brunch after... I don't know yet. 


—You're expecting someone, maybe? Claire asked full of curiosity. 


—Yes! A mystery date that I found in the classified ads. If I like 
her, we'll have lunch. Otherwise, we'll settle for coffee. 


Claire turned around, thinking with a strong touch of jeal- 
ousy of the lucky girl who was going to have the chance to strut in 
the company of such a handsome boy. 


—It's a blind date\" she trumpeted when rushing into the kitchens 
as the swing doors flapped brightly. 


—Oh, how lucky she is, the one who is coming! This boy is amaz- 
ing! 
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Suddenly a crazy idea came like an overexcited imp in So- 
phie's fertile mind. What if she went?... In an instant she made her 
decision. 


—I'm going to pretend to be the girl. 


—Oh yes! replied the chef, who immediately embraced the idea. 
Borrow the boss's mink coat. It will 
impress him. This guy looks like he 
comes from a middle-class back- 
ground. 


—From a_ middle-class milieu? 
You're kidding. He is downright full 
of money! His father owned half of 
Vancouver... But the other girl will 
arrive any second... 


—Take him somewhere else, to a 
good restaurant. I'll lend you 200 
bucks. 


—Thank you; You are nice. I'll give 
you that back. I'll get dressed as 
Beautiful Sophie soon as possible! 


In five brief, intensely active 
minutes, Sophie got changed and made up. She disappeared 
through the service door and returned without hesitation through 
the large glass entrance. Luckily the mystery visitor was a few 
minutes late. It’s often said that it’s in women's interest to always 
show up after the appointed time... perhaps just to make herself 
wanted. But this is not infallibly the case. Destiny sometimes stum- 
bles over an insignificant detail, an unfortunate traffic jam, a 
missed bus, an ill-fated flat tire... 


The three waitresses watched the merry-go-round out of the 
corner of their eye. Sophie walked to the reception desk, scanning 
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the room with an inquisitive eye. Claire approached her with a 
knowing smile: 


—Madam? Is it for a meal or...? 
—I have a date with a boy I don't know... 
—Yes, the person has arrived! Will you follow me! 


Claire walked to the man's table, followed closely by Sophie. 
The stranger stood up and introduced himself: 


—Jonathan, good morning. 

—Sophie... Hello. 

—Ah! You are not Line? 

—TI never give my real name on internet! 


Jonathan rushed to help her take off her mink coat, which he 
quietly groped with interest, and they took their seats, face to face. 
From a distance, Claire soon saw them get up and head for the exit 
after leaving a generous $20 bill on the table. 


—Twenty dollars for a coffee! He's stuffed with fat money, this 
guy! 


—In any case, I hope my mink will come back in perfect condition, 
muttered the boss when she saw the couple disappear. J should 
never have let it go... 


v 


A minute later came in a young woman, gorgeous if a little 
mannered. She took her place in front of the bay window: 


—I'm going to have a coffee! I'm waiting for someone! It's a mys- 
tery rendezvous! If I like the boy we will have lunch... 
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— You had a rendezvous at ten past noon, I suppose? asked Claire, 
displaying a wry smile that the beautiful stranger took for benevo- 
lence. 


—No, just 12 o’clock. But he hasn't arrived yet, has he? And, any- 
way, it’s not a bad idea to make men wait a bit. You have to make 
them want you. They deserve it! 


— You're right, Claire said, laughing out loud. They deserve it! 


v 


In the evening around 10:00, Claire phoned Sophie to get 
news of this stolen romance. But she was not at home. Out of cau- 
tion, she did not call her cell phone. The next morning, Sophie 
came to work. She had to recount in detail her afternoon and even- 
ing with this beautiful Adonis. He liked her very much. The man 
had renewed the rendezvous for the same evening. 


—TI think I hit the jackpot. He is very generous. He wants to pay 
for everything. 


—Don' let it go. Otherwise, you'll end up like us: restaurant wait- 
ress. 


—Don't worry... Anyway, there is no small job, there are only 
small minds! 


—Well said! But generosity has never created wealth, let alone 
prosperity! What does he do for a living? 


—He is a medical student at UBC". 
—Oh there! What about his parents? 


‘Faculty of Medicine of the University of British Columbia. 
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—RHe just told me that his father is in business, but I heard they 
own half the business in Metro Vancouver... like the famous finan- 
cier Desmarais. 


—Unbelievable! And you, what did you tell him about you? 


—More modestly... that my parents have a dozen Petro-Canada 
gas stations on the West Coast... and that for me, I want to study 
to be a lawyer. 


—Very well, adds Claire who seemed to take a prodigious pleasure 
in this game of dream of fortune. Listen. You can't always let him 
pay. You're supposed to be a rich party. You have to pay your share 
and renew your wardrobe. I'll lend you my savings. You'll pay me 
back later when you're married. I trust you. 


—It bothers me to borrow your money! 


—Yes, I know, and that's to your credit! But you have to stick to 
the lifestyle you're supposed to lead, at least until he's firmly at- 
tached to you. Then you can tell him the whole truth. The beginning 
is always a very delicate moment. 


—Thank you for your advice, you're so nice. I'll owe you a debt of 
gratitude! Let’s say that, for you, it's an investment that will pay 
you big! 


Without realising it, the handsome Jonathan was, in a way, 
marrying all the restaurant staff. 


v 


The following week, Sophie borrowed another thousand dol- 
lars from Claire and $500 from Yvon the chef. Then Claire lent 
Sophie her last savings, $500, and the boss advanced another $500 
in $20 bills. All the restaurant stall invested their money, con- 
vinced that the down payment would prosper to the point of pro- 
ducing at least ease for all. 
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In two short months, Sophie spent nearly $5000, the savings 
of all those around her who, thanks to the encouragement of the 
girl, placed their hopes in this fabulous marriage, convinced that 
future abundance would make them ... a hundredfold the fruit of 
their sacrifices. Investing was of course risky, like all love affairs, 
but "Sophie shares" were less dangerous than "VASDAQ shares" 
in these times of economic lethargy. Everything was soon to be 
settled, since Jonathan seemed to have decided to get married. He 
probably realized that he had found the rare pearl, the bird of Par- 
adise, as beautiful as perfect, who was going to marry him for love 
and not for his immense fortune. Sophie would have wished a big 
wedding but Jonathan alleged that he wanted to surprise his parents 
by presenting them with a fait accompli, a done deal. 


—Faced with a fait accompli? Do you mean they would try to dis- 
suade you from marrying me? Sophie asked, worried. 


—No, no! Don't worry! I'm sure they'll love you very much. But I 
wish to surprise them! 


Sophie thought she was the one who had the biggest surprise 
in store for her wealthy in-laws. They certainly thought she was 
sewn with gold, judging by the huge clothing expenses she was 
engaged in. She would then have to repay all these loans. But she 
knew that now Jonathan loved her so much that bad news would 
be easily accepted and digested. Sophie’s dear grandmother —al- 
ways full of wisdom and love— had once told her, with a naughty 
smile that spoke volumes, that men are like fish. It’s enough to 
harpoon them with a harpin of love, and when they are well cap- 
tive, tied by their lust, petrified in their sensuality, we do what we 
want. But to achieve this goal, it was essential to play tight, very 
tight, even; Like poker-liar. The comparison, though a little con- 
temptuous of men, seemed adequate to her. She always showed 
great wisdom, that dear grandmother! 
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Jonathan picked Sophie up every day with his black Corvette 
at the door of another restaurant of the same chain. She had been 
transferred the day after away from the site of "her" daring mystery 
rendezvous, so that he could not guess anything. The young man 
loved his simplicity; She was rich and received a large allowance 
from her parents, on the sole condition that she had a job, she told 
him. And she didn't think she was unworthy of any job, no matter 
how modest, Jonathan thought. Such was the great wealth he per- 
ceived in Sophie's heart! Every day he took her to one of the thou- 
sand restaurants in Metro Vancouver. Then he would take her to 
the theater or the cinema, or some other cultural or sporting activ- 
ity. And finally, they continued the daily circuit in the small, com- 
fortable apartment that Jonathan called "his pied-a-terre". The 
stage lasted only twenty minutes at most and despite the budding 
love she had for her Jonathan, Sophie considered this stopover a 
difficult ordeal, because the young man seemed devoid of any gal- 
lant experience. He didn't even take the time to worry about how 
she felt. Yet there was no one like him to find various ways to ex- 
press his love: he slipped into her pockets or into her hand small 
sweet bills in which he had drawn little hearts pierced with Cupid's 
arrows, or wrote words of love, "I love you", "You are the sexiest 
in Vancouver" or "You are my life". He seemed to look for good 
ideas in books of etiquette or practical advice. But despite this, her 
frustrations did not leave her. This left her morose, dissatisfied, and 
she promised herself to set the record straight when they were 
united by the stronger and more binding bonds of legal marriage. 


In early March, they finally married in a small multi-faith 
chapel in Las Vegas. That evening, Jonathan phoned his parents, 
who lived in West-Vancouver, to tell them the good news. They 
appeared surprised and invited them for the following Sunday. So- 
phie felt that her heart was about to melt with stage fright. Would 
she please them? She was looking forward to visiting their home 
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in this very wealthy municipality in the vast West Coast metropol- 
itan area. She had heard that West-Van was the most prosperous 
municipality in Canada, the one whose inhabitants paid the most 
taxes per capita. And she knew that while the richest on the other 
side of the border paid the least in taxes, that was not the case in 
Canada, at least for those of the rich who did not hide their wealth 
in British Caribbean tax haven. 


As they drove on the Trans-Canada Highway through the 
suburban towns laboriously arranged in the vast conurbation of 
Greater Vancouver (a city of four million souls), she finally de- 
cided to confess her "little" lie. Despite appearances, she revealed 
to him, her parents came from a very modest social background, 
but they would have to pay them a courtesy visit. "J know you'll be 
nice to them!" she whispered to him. He appeared sheepish and 
kept a persistent silence; Then he began: 


—I would like to... Oh... Did you want to say something? 
—No, no... speak first. 

"T wanted, said Jonathan, to confess a little misdeed. 
—Ah, and which one? 

—I hope you're not too disappointed, he hesitated. 


—You know that nothing can disappoint me on your part. I love 
you more than anything in the world, she said, stroking the back of 
his neck with her fingers extended with false nails. 


—My parents are very poor. They live on public assistance. 


It took Sophie almost a minute to grasp the deeper meaning 
of this confession. Then, little by little, her world of ease, her cas- 
tles built in the air began to collapse in her mind, like the city of 
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Saint-Jean-Vianney in the bowels of the earth’. It was not without 
difficulty, as she tried to hold on to everything: 


—But if you're a university student, how can you afford a luxury 
car? 


—It's a collector's car. Besides, I'm not a student. I couldn ’t afford 
the tuition. In fact, I'm unemployed... I had a car accident , and 
because it was someone else’s fault, ICBC gave me a million dol- 
lars, of which I only have $60,000 left. A quarter of that went into 
legal fees and the rest into bad investments. He took on a guilty 
look... You'll never forgive me, will you? 


—Oh, I see! And you thought that by marrying a rich girl you could 
pay off your debts and continue to live a gilded and carefree exist- 
ence? 


—I think I really did something wrong? he continued, wearing the 
face of a scamp hoping for a quick pardon. 


—If you want my opinion, Jonathan, I think you behaved really 
badly. But I would be wrong to condemn you because I myself 
wanted to impress you by displaying a wealth that I do not have. I 
owe $6,000 to my friends, waitresses like me at the restaurant 
where we met. I was a waitress there. 


Jonathan stopped the Corvette at the side of the highway. Si- 
lently, he leaned his head on the steering wheel for a long time: 


—Listen Sophie, we were both caught at our own game. What to 
do now? I've almost exhausted my disability premium, and you're 
covered in debt. You owe $6,000 I don't know what you think, but 
I, for one, know that I love you and that I am ready to continue my 
life with you and get to work to pay it back. 


1yhis natural disaster took place on May 4, 1971 on the shores of the Saguenay. Forty houses disappeared with 
their inhabitants, in the quicksand of a geological collapse. 
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She looked at him with a benevolent smile. 


—TI love you too. I'm glad you're reacting that way. We will repay 
the price of our hypocrisy, and only then will we think of ourselves. 


—In that case, we will both work for each other's happiness! No 
more madness! 


—This project should be that of all couples on earth. 
ed 


Paradoxically, their union lasted a lifetime, while around 
them, love marriages, love at first sight, fiery liaisons dissolved 
before the ink of the signatures was dry. Because, as the Neapoli- 
tans say, who are specialists in the very specific field of the high- 
voltige of feelings, in the games of love and chance: "if Love 
makes time pass, time also makes Love pass." 


But there are always exceptions that confirm and prove the 
rule! 


4 
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ye 
The comeback. 

ierre and Paul Tremblay had a fairly similar birth. This 

seems only natural since they were twins. But capricious 

fate separated them very early, following their parents’ 

divorce. Pierre, for his part, lived in Longueuil, in the east 
end of Montreal. Then he married a girl called Ginette, with whom 
he opened a bar-brewery in the same town. Paul, less daring, had 
obediently followed his father, who had gone into exile beyond the 
Rockies, where those Quebecers who wished to live their lives 
without being criticized by their families and fellow citizens for 
their choice of lifestyle, usually took refuge. Paul had never been 
heard from again. Curiously, despite their twinness —or perhaps 
because of it— neither of them seemed to have the slightest desire 
to see the other again, unwilling to relive the painful episode of 
parental divorce. 


In Montreal, Pierre and his wife Ginette put so much heart 
and soul into their work that, within five years they were able to 
expand their brasserie by adding a terrace and a small restaurant. 
Everything would have been fine if the marital agreement had been 
at its zenith. But secretly, Ginette had come to cherish, from dawn 
till dusk, the project of separating from her husband. In fact, they 
argued bitterly every day of their lives. Their shouts and insults 
reverberated endlessly off the leprous walls of their neighborhood 
like the famous echo in the Valley of the Qu'Appelle River. All 
these quarrels and altercations were adding a little too much life in 
the city and fed more than necessary the gossips of scandalmongers. 
A thousand times repeated, the stories of all these disputes, embel- 
lished with scathing insults, such as only we, Canadians, have al- 
ways shown a very fertile creativity of mind in the formulation of 
blasphemies and invectives... All this, then, soothed the gloomy 
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existence of the neighbors and reassured them about the wasteful- 
ness of their own lives. 


To satisfy her need for affection that Pierre was no longer 
able to fulfill, Ginette had tried to find a relationship-therapy with 
her butcher who, by the way, granted her attractive discounts on 
his fillet mignon, as well as amenities on his own flesh in full ef- 
fervescence. But the result of this pseudo-therapeutic treatment, 
sometimes advocated by quacks psychiatrists, was not a source of 
reasonable accommodation. 
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Ginette soon came to no longer be able to suffer the presence 
of her husband Pierre. Deep down, she was very apprehensive that 
he would demand compensation for the bar-brewery if they sepa- 
rated, and she was not prepared to mortgage the property, which 
she considered her personal patrimony, in favor of this man whom 
she had come to despise to the point of nausea. True, she admitted 
that he had played "a certain role" in her life in helping her acquire 
this business at the same time as substantial prosperity, but he must 
have understood that his mission in her life was now accomplished 
and ended forever. She would have liked him to bow out with dig- 
nity and discreetly escape behind the scenes of her life, like a bal- 
lerina who slips backwards behind the scarlet velvet curtain after 


her artistic performance. This is how incorrigible egomaniacs usu- 
ally think. 


Years passed, sometimes hellish, sometimes monotonous in 
the tears of their mutual incomprehension. It is true that marriage 
can become a hell when it ceases to be a paradise, but rarely the 
other way around. 
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One day, at last, Ginette's fervent prayers were answered. Af- 
ter a multitude of incidents, quarrels, arguments and even scuffles 
during which Pierre always managed to control his actions -much 
to the regret of Ginette who hoped to have him arrested and im- 
prisoned for domestic violence— Pierre decided to flee as far as 
possible in order to rebuild his life. Why shouldn't the sky be bluer 
elsewhere? He disappeared, like the famous ballet dancer men- 
tioned above, behind the mysterious scarlet curtain of the sunset, 
beyond the Rocky Mountains. There, Pierre first tried to discover 
gold in rivers too often goldpanized. He found some, of course, but 
not enough to live decently, especially after the passage of the mul- 
titude of blood-sucking parasites that usually become embedded in 
the existence of highly-paid underground miners: professional 
cheaters, thieving hoteliers, tavern keepers, street hookers, and fi- 
nally, to complete the looting, the federal, provincial and municipal 
tax collectors... All this fauna of cunning racketeers came, as usual, 
to take their booty to dispossess the laborious miner of the fruit of 
his exhausting and dangerous labor, while the proceeds of taxes 
were generally distributed in the form of public aid to the crowd 
who cannot or will not work too hard and tire themselves recklessly. 
Pierre then rented his strong shoulders in a Rocky Mountains’ mine 
and was assigned to night work in the graveyard shift crew. He who 
thought he had some difficulty making friends, was greeted by 
smiles and jokes: 


—QOh, are you coming back? I knew you'd soon be back on the 
night shift, said a scratchy-voiced miner ravaged by tobacco, beer, 
narcotics, and tuberculosis, slapping him on the shoulder. 


Surprised, Pierre replied by insisting on the prefix: 


—That I would come back? How could I COME AGAIN, if I’ve never 
worked in this graveyard shift. 


—What are you telling us about this? You're already loaded? 
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—Do you have a short memory or are you an idiot? trumpeted an- 
other miner. 


—I'm not crazy nor fried. I just landed in this mine! 


As the miners looked at each other with a strange look that 
seemed to suggest that he was losing his mind. Pierre got angry 
and cried out: 


—What do you all have? This is my first time working in a mine. 
You don't even know me! 


The three miners looked at him more and more worriedly. 
Pierre insisted with animation and conviction: 


—I'm telling you, you don't know me! What is my name? Say my 
name if you can! 


—Your name is Tremblay! answered two or three minors. 

It was Pierre's turn to remain stunned. He stuttered: 
—But... Co... How can you know me when I have never seen you? 
—Of course, your name is Paul Tremblay, added a young miner. 
—No, Pierre! Paul was my twin brother... How do you know him? 


Eventually, to everyone's surprise, they had to face the facts, 
Paul, his brother, was working on a day shift at the same mining 
facility. Extraordinary coincidence! 
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It was in these unusual circumstances that Pierre was reu- 
nited with his brother Paul. Both renewed ties broken by their par- 
ents, and, in times when estrangement could erase family ties, as 
the sayings so often made clear (Out of sight, out of mind), they 
recounted at length the significant episodes of their past lives. Af- 
ter some bad experiences in Vancouver and Surrey, Paul had found 
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a job in this gold,-zinc-lead and silver mine, where the salary was 
appreciable. But the dangerous dust he breathed night and day was 
slowly killing him. Dust, but also chemicals, mercury used to ex- 
tract gold from rock reduced to fine sand, and some other deriva- 
tives as harmful. But isn’t it life itself which is the worst of all poi- 
sons, since it systematically kills the whole of humanity without 
exception? 


When Pierre told his brother of his marital misadventures, 
the daily hell, the eternal hostilities, and then his flight into the un- 
known and the peace that followed, Paul exclaimed: 


—But why did you give up your share of the property? You are 
entitled to half of the bar-brewery, including the restaurant and all 
the improvements. You should have recouped your capital before 
leaving. 


—No, that was impossible! Ginette would never have been able to 
pay that kind of money: about $5,000,000. 


—Paul, thar s what banks are for. There are lots of banks in Mon- 
treal. Ginette can borrow your share to pay you back. Youre really 
not very smart! 


—I just wanted peace and I finally found it. Don't talk to me about 
guerrilla warfare anymore! Peace is more precious than all the 
gold in the world. 


Paul's anger did nothing to change anything. Pierre stub- 
bornly refused to take the slightest action to recover his fair share 
of the common property. On the contrary, he was keen to stay as 
far away from Montreal, and sometimes even thought of emigrat- 
ing to Australia. 


—Dont ever mention that to me again, Paul! As far as I’m con- 
cerned, I’ve turned the page for good on this sad episode in my life. 
I just want peace... total and permanent! If material possessions 
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can make her so happy, good for her! 


But Paul could not bring himself to let his brother give up his 
possessions. He thought for a long time. In his mind sprouted a 
wild and crazy adventure. And one day, he explained his plan to 
his brother: 


—You, Peter, dont worry. You have no direct role to play in my 
project. If you don't want your five million back, I'm going to go 
for you. We look a lot alike, and it won t be difficult for me to pass 
myself as Ginette's husband. I'll go to Montreal, get your property, 
and come back here. Before I leave, I'll have to memorize your 
signature and all the details of your affairs. 


Pierre reluctantly agreed to recount the thousand events of 
his life in Montreal. His brother asked many specific questions and 
took notes. He also tried to adopt his twin’s tics and mimics, so that, 
after a few months, the two men could easily pass not only for per- 
fect physical look-alikes, but for indistinguishable doubles in the 
way they expressed themselves and lived. Paul decided to take ad- 
vantage of his week’s annual leave to carry out his delicate mission. 


A few months later, the daring Paul finally got a berth on a 
transcontinental Via-Rail train . First he embarked on a mesmeriz- 
ing slalom between the mountain ranges, then surfed for four days 
on the still swell of the Western Plains, almost uniformly flat, and 
finally between the Precambrian hills caulked under the boreal for- 
est mantle of the Canadian Shield. In his head, he kept repeating 
everything he had learned by heart. 


When Montreal's Gare Centrale appeared, reminiscent of 
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vague childhood memories, emotion made Paul’s heart beat faster 
and his senses race. A taxi dropped him off in front of the family 
brewery. When Ginette, her sister-in-law sitting at the cash register, 
saw the one she took for her husband, she was petrified with 
amazement: 


—Ah, you're back, now! Why are you coming back? she exclaimed, 
displaying Mr. Bertin's unpleasant face in Ingres’ painting!. 


—Guess why! 
—Do you want to live with me again? 
—Why not! I'm home, right? 


—Listen to me, damn fool," she cried, pointing 
her index finger with a fingernail curved like 
an Arabic janbiya dagger. 


, . : Ingres’ Mr Bertin. 
Despite her apparent aggressiveness, Gi- (Louvre Museum) 


nette was on the verge of fading under the influence of a powerful 
emotion. Her face betrayed the worst panic, the deepest hatred, the 
despair of seeing her nightmare reborn by the return of this execra- 
ble man who often objected when she made her personal decisions 
and lead her life as she pleased. Or maybe he just wanted his share 
of the capital, half the pie... It was even worse. 


Suddenly, as if by magic, Ginette's convulsive features re- 
laxed. Paul believed that before the implacable Law, she had 
agreed to bend, like the reed in the storm, instead of breaking. She 
began to speak to him more cordially as in the good old days. 


—NMy God, Pierre! There's no need to get upset. Let's start at the 
beginning. You must be starving. Come sit down, I'll ask Henri, our 
chef, to fix you a good steak-frites! 


In he Portrait of Monsieur Bertin is an 1832 painting by Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres. He represents Louis- 
Francois Bertin, director of the Journal des débats. 
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"Ah! She’s gone soft, Paul thought. She’ changing tactics. 
She sees that she can do nothing against me and against the law. 
She's going to have to give in." 


The afternoon went very well. Ginette had once again be- 
come the gentle and caring woman she must have been at the very 
beginning of her marriage to his brother Pierre. In the evening, Paul 
went to sleep in the guest room on his own. Ginette did not insist, 
leaving him to make his decisions. Her apparent good disposition 
towards him did not go so far as to offer greater intimacy. Paul was 
probably going to have trouble falling asleep because of the three- 
hour jet lag, but Ginette's kindness had still managed to fill his 
heart with hope. He even had the happy surprise to see her arrive 
with a plate of mushrooms and a cup of boiling chamomile: 


—There you are! The jet lag must have bothered you. Eat these 
mushrooms and finish with this herbal tea to wash it all down and 
help you sleep. 


More so, she kissed him before leaving. Oh, not a long loving 
kiss, but a quick brush on the forehead: "My brother will be very 
surprised when he hears about this. She obviously loves him. Per- 
haps they can resume their life together again." 


However, the mushroom dish remained for him a dark 
enigma. He had read in a comic strip that the Roman emperor Clau- 
dius, anxious not to be murdered by his wife Messalina, had her 
outright executed. Then he married the beautiful and sweet Agrip- 
pina, whom he trusted completely. However, Agrippina had poi- 
soned the emperor with a dish of lethal mushrooms. Misplaced 
trust. "Jake heed of yourself, Paul! he thought. J doubt she wants 
to kill me, but as a matter of principle, I'm suspicious!" And he 
staggered up to go and flush the mushrooms down the toilet. "That 
way, in the unlikely event of her wanting to kill me, she'll think 
I’ve eaten it all! And maybe she may think that I’m invulnerable 
and that there is no point in her persisting! he said to himself with 
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a confident and naive smile... I'll settle for herbal tea." 


The herbal tea swallowed, his thoughts quickly sank into a 
heavy and overwhelming sleep. He literally felt caught up in an 
irresistible urge to sleep. Jet lag, no doubt! However, instead of 
completely losing consciousness, he remained, as if under the ef- 
fect of an opioid, in a daze, a second state that allowed him to per- 
ceive all the noises of the street and the slightest creaks of the 
wooden house. In the darkness, he tried to tell the time on his watch, 
but did not have the strength to raise his arm, which seemed to 
weigh tons. 


Pierre et Paul 


Suddenly, he distinctly heard the bedroom door open: 
"Crac!" Then came the creaking of the old tiled electric switch. The 
inside of his eyelids became clear and pink with small white stars. 
He tried to open his eyes but couldn't. After a few small noises, he 
felt an ear pressed against his chest. He recognized his sister-in- 
law's Chanel NoS5 perfume. Then an adhesive strip was applied to 
his mouth. Without him being able to sketch the slightest gesture 
of defense or the briefest word of protest, his hands were firmly 
bound by a thin cord too tight whose bite he immediately felt, so 
much did it cut his skin. When he was bound and gagged, nervous 
fingers pinched his nose hard. And as he began to asphyxiate, he 
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heard Ginette's voice mutter: 


— You thought I was going to let you dominate my life without say- 
ing anything, damn brainless! You made a big mistake, my dear 
Pierre Tremblay, a fatal mistake! Bon voyage! 


So, it was the herbal tea that was poisoned. Realizing that his 
in-law was murdering him, Paul tried desperately to move, to pray, 
to shout, to explain to Ginette that he was not Pierre; but of course, 
no sound could come out of his shackled mouth, and he felt death 
bury him in its merciless shadow, as asphyxiation anesthetized him. 
He felt like a nightmare of sinking into quicksand, slowly but 
surely. It was hopeless. He heard again: 


—This fool thought the mushrooms were poisoned! He’ really not 
that smart! said a man's voice. I saw that he’d poured some sauce 
near the toilet. He must have thrown them away... If he’d had the 
slightest doubt, you could have swallowed several mouthfuls of 
mushroom to convince him of his mistake! 


—He never suspected that it was the innocent herbal tea that 
would make him hear reason! 


At these words, he lost consciousness and sank into an un- 
known world. 


v 


Behind his remote Rocky Mountains, Pierre waited more 
than two months for his brother’s return. Finally, with no response 
and a growing sense of anxiety, he hired a private investigator to 
find him. 


The investigation took several weeks, and it wasn't until late 
summer that the police were finally able to locate Paul’s remains. 
Ironically, he was buried him under a weeping willow. Ginette had 
buried the one she believed to be her husband at the corner of their 
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garden, in a hole prepared beforehand to plant the salix babylonica. 
A neighbor spotted Ginette and her new friend (the chef) inexpli- 
cably deepening the hole. One night she caught them in the act of 
burying a large package wrapped in garbage bags. The very next 
day, a brightly hued young willow exorcised and trivialized the 
grave. This detail reminded Pierre of Alfred de Musset's wish: "My 
dear friends, when I die, plant a willow tree in the cemetery." Prob- 
ably a weeping willow! He had read this detail in a Toilet Almanac 
for the day of May 2"¢!, 


When the neighbor reluctantly decided to make her statement 
to the police, the shrewd detective had already discovered the truth. 
He had summoned Pierre in order to organize a real staging of the 
most macabre. He made his twin appear unexpectedly in front of 
"his" wife, like a chimerical revenant. He took care to film the 
scene: 


—You killed me, Ginette, but I came back from hell to punish you! 
Pierre cried out, appearing before "his" terrified wife, before she 
could realize the incongruity of the remark. 


Her eyes widened with horror, Ginette rushed to the garden 
window —spontaneously and without any thought— to see if the 
earth had been stirred under the weeping willow. This was how his 
brother's remains were discovered even before the Montreal Police 
solved the criminal investigation thanks to the testimony of the 
nosy neighbor. At her lawyer's suggestion, Ginette swore that Paul 
had wanted to rape her and that she’d had to kill him because he 
had suggested that he would force her the next morning to undergo 
intimate relations. Thanks to this subterfuge and despite this curi- 
ous situation, she benefited from extenuating circumstances and 
the support of a very offensive feminist movement. As a result, the 


‘anniversary of the poet's death. 
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judge only risked sentencing her to two years in prison for man- 


slaughter. 


Such was the unfortunate story of Pierre and Paul Tremblay, 
which dominated Montreal legal chronicles, when this city was 


Canada’s metropolis. 
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-8- 
The grad meeting. 


ne of the most remarkable experiences of my teaching 

career was a certain grad reunion, twenty years after the 

graduation of my students. I had known them while they 

wore, without being aware of it, the tender age of 
carelessness. At the end of high school, I was invited to attend the 
Graduation Ceremony, which took place with pomp and glitz in the 
Vancouver's most prestigious hotel: Le Méridien. I still see them, 
all those teenagers barely out of childhood, with their strict stiff 
and stuffy tuxedos, their long rustling and shimmering evening 
dresses, and their high heels, so unusual and so high perched that 
some less skilled girls caught their feet in the ornamental frills and 
lace falbalas of their long dresses. They stumbled awkwardly and 
sometimes slumped from their full height on the soft carpet of the 
huge reception room with walls lined with crimson velvet. They 
were beautiful with their childish cheeks too pink with various 
makeups, carmine, vermeil, coral, and even bright purple. All this 
blush overemphasized their brilliant youth. 


White limousines, as long as buses, dropped them off in front 
of the hotel like princesses at the Bal-des-Debutants. All these 
young people came out laughing from these gleaming carriages, 
sure of themselves, convinced that they are beautiful and loved, 
and always remain so, assured of their future and their destiny that 
seemed to smile like loving fairies. 


But the future belongs to no one. It must be conquered and 
tamed with pain and misery. They were going to learn it the hard 
way. 
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Since that distant reception, twenty laborious years had 
passed, and certainties had melted into disillusionment like the ice 
statues of the famous Quebec Winter Carnival under the caresses 
of spring. Their white limousines had quickly turned into pump- 
kins. My own forehead had wrinkled deeply and my joints were 
beginning to remind me painfully that age doesn't bring only wis- 
dom and good memories. 


One day, I received an invitation card asking me to join my 
thirty students who had decided to gather at the Surrey Inn restau- 
rant to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of their graduation. This 
inn, a sort of transient motel that tried in vain to give itself an air 
of grandeur, remained symbolically light-years away from Le Meé- 
ridien. I was delighted by the invitation, but felt a little nervous, as 
I feared that I wouldn't be able to recognize these students who 
were already straddling the turbulence of midlife crisis, like riders 
unsteadily balanced on their rodeo mustangs. The pitiless time 
would undoubtedly have altered their facial features. I was afraid 
of hurting their feelings by not recognizing their faces. What’s 
more, I knew from experience that while graduation leaves in the 
hearts of young people a certainty of success in their lives, the Grad 
Meeting does not lie. Everyone's behavior betrays the social stra- 
tum in which they have led themselves astray through their daily 
good or bad choices. But let's come to that famous evening, twenty 
years later. 
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On Friday, December 20", I went to the Surrey Inn. The but- 
ler escorted me to a room from where I could see King George VI 
Avenue. Previously, I had feverishly searched for the photo of this 
group in a dusty drawer where the constellations of photographs, 
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asteroids fallen from the firmament of my life, preserved the im- 
print of all those who had populated my universe during my long 
existence. Suddenly my fingers had delicately grasped a faded 
photo. As my eyes roamed the four rows of still familiar-looking 
teenagers, memories began to wrinkle the surface of my memory, 
like the first quivering of water about to boil. I was happy to see 
that age hadn't dulled too much the acuity of my long-term memory, 
and I checked on the back of the photo that the names I had taken 
care to write down in the past, corresponded to the image my mind 
had retained. 


The first students began to arrive. A tall, very pretty blonde 
girl (at my venerable age, all women look young and pretty) en- 
tered the room with a determined air and approached me, exclaim- 
ing in French: 


—Bonjour Monsieur Castex! Comment allez-vous ? 


I looked at her, bewwildered, and suddenly, in a flash, I rec- 
ognized Jennifer. 


—You're Jennifer, aren't you? 
—Yes! 
She hugged me. 


—I'm very glad to see you! You haven't changed, she tells me to 
please me. 


—Thank you for your flattery. You, you have changed a lot. You are 
gorgeous! 


I dared not ask her what her occupation was, but she 
proudly announced it: 


—I work for Immigration Canada. My French serves me a lot. 


—I'm very happy that you've done well in life. You were so good 
in class. I was sure you’d be able to get the most out of your life. 
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A group of men entered, joking with each other. They 
swelled their voices and stayed in the bass to enhance their assur- 
ance and their presence. They knew that by expressing themselves 
in the lower ranges, they would gain more respect from others. I 
immediately recognized Brent, Mark, Jeremy and Chris. They 
laughed and spoke English only. 


—How are you, Mr. Castex, Brent said, shaking my hand warmly. 


—Eh! You speak good English, I say wryly. Have you forgotten 
your French? 


—QOh there! He's going to punish me: "Ten minutes after school, 
Brent! You’ll copy a hundred times "We must speak French in 
class!" 


Everyone laughed. Mark added in French but with a strong 
English accent: 


—I could be in the Guinness Book of World Records for after- 
school punishments. I copied the science book at least three times 
during the year. I could have recited it off by heart! 


—At least, I replied, you’ve become excellent in science; Isn't it? 
Do you remember the dissection of bull's eyes? It's true that you 
were particularly stubborn. But how come you no_ longer 
pronounce the R and U sounds properly? You spoke so often and 
so well in class! 


—Precisely because I'm stubborn... To ape the others who came 
from Late Immersion and French as a Second Language, I started 
speaking the wrong way... They, too, mispronounced the U and R. 
I began to mimic them and now I've completely lost the correct 
sound. 


—Me too! said Jeremy. 
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—What a ui said a girl who had kept an excellent accent. 


The evening got off to a good start. 
Alumni entered one after the other, 
and, with joyful exclamations, we 
tried to recognize each other. 
Everyone was happy and curious to 
meet up again and see what everyone 
had become; with the secret hope of 
not being in the least favored. So, 
when a newcomer announced his 
profession, everyone felt a twinge of 
satisfaction or spite and annoyance in 
their hearts. All of them had a funny 
: anecdote to tell. The best ones were, 
"My own forehead had carved deep Of course, the ones where the teacher 
wrinkles and my joints had begun to had been teased. One of them, Brett, 
painfully remind me that age doesn't : 

just bring wisdom and good memories." couldn’t stop recounting the good 
[Mr. Castex, The Grad Meeting]. tricks he’d played on me: 


—It's amazing how many times I 
haven't done my homework. Cool! I always had excellent reasons 
and "apology notes" signed by my mother. In reality, I signed them 
myself, he said with a proud and happy smile, punctuating his deeds 
with many "Cool!" of self-satisfaction. 


Everyone laughed at seeing his childlike joy. However, I 
began to feel a certain annoyance: 


—Oh! How naughty you were! And what are you doing now... 
What’s your profession? I asked, not without some irony. 


His smile faded and everyone thought he was going to get 
angry: 


—Let's just talk about the good memories of the past. Forget the 
present, he strongly suggested. 
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I later learned that he had been a "jack-of-all-trades", a 
"master-of-none" at K-Mart, but had just lost his job again. The 
company's manager, a former classmate, had laid him off because 
Brett was hiding in the warehouses to save himself the trouble and 
fatigue. It reminded me of the time when he skipped classes by 
taking refuge in the library or elsewhere. He now had three small 
children, and his wife was preparing to leave him. Brett claimed 
that his dismissal was nothing more than personal revenge on the 
part of his direct superior, for he had once cruelly harassed this 
former classmate with a rather frail physical constitution with his 
bad teasing. This reminded me of the slogan I had posted on the 
wall of our classroom, in my campaign against school bullying: 
"Respect the nerds' because one day one of them will probably be 
your boss." 


—And about Michael... Do you know the news? Amber shouted to 
break the heavy silence Brett created. He has just been arrested for 
murder. He is accused of killing a man for narcotics. 


The comment, made for a positive purpose, made me think 
that our conversation was sliding irresistibly down a bad slope. 
Perhaps we should limit our memories to students who had done 
well, in the social sense. My mind suddenly relives the childish 
face of this Michael... He was so shy, so withdrawn! He was one 
of those outcasts that others did not want in their group. A class is 
like a mini-society with its hierarchy, its ruling class, its marginal- 
ized, its thieves who are singled out, its "nerds", frequently perse- 
cuted by jealousy (because, deep down, every dunce knew that his 
future would be brighter), its rebels or protesters who do every- 
thing to be rejected, if not admitted into locked clans. 


'Nerd=a person who is extremely knowledgeable about a particular subject, in French "intello" or 
"fort-en-théme" or "bol" in Quebec (feminine bolle ). Bol is slang for "head", hence intelligent, good 
student. 
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The girls formed two or three clans, each dominated by a 
queen. That’s what I called the one who controlled a group. Outside 
the clans evolved a few isolated courtesans who strove to become 
the friends of these queens. As for the boys, they almost all fol- 
lowed the same leader; usually a student who excelled in sports or 
pure strength. And on the fringes of these hierarchical groups, lived 
loners, rejected for one reason or another. Sometimes they were 
children abused within their families. They displayed particular 
symptoms: crying, chronic sadness, self-destruction, self-depreca- 
tion and lack of concentration... They were met with the cruel ag- 
gression and selfish, stubborn refusal of some of the others. I could 
remember the famous Michael, now a murderer, once a shy, with- 
drawn and inhibited pariah. He never did his homework. He had to 
be harassed with encouragement and blame to get the slightest ef- 
fort. I never had the visit of his parents, separated, who seemed to 
be interested only in their own fate. 


In the girls’ clan, each did her best to win the favor of the 
"queen". She was spoiled, pampered, her every wish scrupulously 
fulfilled. Lindsey, one of them, had once decided to give herself a 
boy's name. She called herself Bob. Immediately all the girls in her 
court chose boys' names and let me know that they would appreci- 
ate it if I used those first names to address them. I had enough trou- 
ble remembering real names to use these nicknames altogether. I 
flatly refused. The queen was also very spoiled; sweets, biscuits, 
small gifts were brought to her. She was invited to come and sleep 
over, at home. Even parents did their utmost to attract these leaders 
to their homes, understanding that it was a condition for the group 
to accept their own child. As for the loners, no one bothered to give 
them the slightest attention, the smallest interest, except to mock. 


Nicole was the rebellious type. As soon as she arrived in the 
morning, and in spite of the protests, she used to tore up papers, 
threw the fragments around her and even, for repulsive purposes, 
went so far as to pick her nose, so that the neighboring desks drifted 
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and moved away in disgust. Within minutes, she was in the center 
of a clearing of rubbish, alone, as if shouting to those around her: 
"Finally, I managed to get you away from me. Now I can breathe 
in the middle of my privacy zone. It's not you who don't want me; I 
am the one who refuses your mediocre friendship!" Nicolee came 
to the Grad Reunion. And everyone could see, to the great satisfac- 
tion of Nicole and myself, that she had managed to get an enviable 
job in the Federal Administration to redeem her personal status. I 
was so happy! And most took his e-mail address with interest. It 
had taken her twenty years to be accepted by her class, which once 
despised her. 


A classroom is also a place where first childhood loves 
blossom. These details came back to me when I saw Derek. He was 
once a clumsy boy. Unable to attract the attention of the beautiful 
and perfect Michelle, he pretended to rummage through his 
sweetheart's desk as soon as she turned her back, and arranged for 
her to see him. This infuriated perfect Michelle... But negative 
attention was better than indifference. When I saw Derek coming, 
I naturally asked him: 


—Do you know what has become of Michelle? 


—Yes, he replied without hesitation. She is a nurse at Surrey 
Hospital. She is divorced with two children. But, unfortunately, she 
can't come tonight. 


I knew he would know! I also remembered that for 
traditional French composition (Tell one of your working days 
when you turn 40.) Michelle had mentioned, like half of the girls, 
that she would be divorced. Self-fulfilling prophecy! 


—She was your sweetheart, wasn't she? 
—Who told you that? 

—Your mother! 

—DMy mother? 
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—Yes; one day she came to ask me who was this Michelle for 
whom you cried every night on her shoulder... 


Erica, meanwhile, came to the Grad Meeting with her wife. 
She wanted to look like a lesbian. In class, she kept her hair as short 
as possible. "My mother wanted a boy!" she told me sadly. On the 
first day, I had to check her name to find out whether she was a girl, 
although this is never a guarantee. 


All of a sudden, I saw Cathy enter. This big caterpillar had 
metamorphosed into a gorgeous slender butterfly full of grace. As 
a child, Johnny had mastered the art of twisting relationship 
between teachers and his successive parents, who took turn in the 
family unit. Yet he had ended up getting caught up in his own 
shenanigans. This was the cause of his dismal failure in life. In the 
past, his divorced parents (and even his parents’ new spouses) 
pretended to believe in his honesty and frankness in order to win 
the child’s good graces, to ingratiate themselves with the child. 
Many divorced couples do this, even if the result is destructive to 
the child. Johnny showed himself only a few brief minutes, 
claiming obligations. He did not want to expose himself to 
criticism or irony from his classmates, realizing that, basically, this 
Grad Meeting was nothing more than a scenario, organized by the 
four or five students who had done well in life, to make others 
admire their brilliant success. Quentin, a former bully who 
intimidated all those who showed any fear towards him, spoke to 
me in his deep voice, very deep to manly himself, because life had 
taken on the task of teaching him that he had nothing more than the 
others. Aida and Nika unfortunately did not come, two African 
twins whose superior intelligence largely dominated the whole 
group. Someone claimed that they had left for the United States to 
pursue a very high level of university studies. 


An unexpected visit (and at the same time so awaited) was 
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that of Gena. She had once surprised me by telling —while I re- 
proached her for not making enough effort to improve her report 
card— that she would always manage in life because she intended 
to "marry a rich man and divorce as soon as possible with half of 
his possessions." Thus, fortune made in a jiffy, she would only 
have to marry the man of her life. The laws of our country allowed 
such scams with impunity. These comments in the mouth of a kid 
were surprising to me, I who had heard all kinds. 


&e 


It was a memorable, revealing evening, which showed me, 
among other things, that, with rare exceptions, all those who had 
worked well at school, today had few material worries. As for the 
others, they paid hard by imposing on their families the conse- 
quences of their indolence. The three incurable sloths of old, for 
their part, they had remained so. They lived today on public aid 
which is called here Social Welfare because it is a service of na- 
tional solidarity; and all those who once worked hard, continue to- 
day to earn, by the sweat of their brow, the daily bread of these 
three filthy profiteers. 


Deep down, I would have preferred to keep my head in the 
sand and continue to believe that all my former students were 


happy. 
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-9. 


The twins 


ealousy is the greatest of all evils, and the defect that inspires 
J the slightest pity for those afflicted. That's what La 

Rochefoucauld wisely wrote in his Maxims. It's so true! The 
most damning thing about having a twin brother is the comparisons. 
Well-intentioned people are constantly trying, for fun, to find 
differences between one and the other. Comparing seems to 
fascinate them. With all the recklessness in the world, they gauge 
our knowledge, measure our sensitivity, assess our intelligence, 
guess at our respective chances of success in life, compare our 
physical size and strength, and appreciate the beauty of our faces.... 
as if we were nothing more than objects or show animals. 


—How can you be so lazy when your twin is so hardworking, the 
misguided teacher reproaches in his learned voice? 


— You're definitely, too messy. I cant believe that your twin sister 
is so tidy and organized... the father scolds, who hasn’t grasped 
the consequences of his unfortunate comments. 


And if you are not the best of the two, don’t you dare rebel 
or show the slightest anger. You'll immediately be accused of jeal- 
ousy, and be saddled with several new and equally damning tares. 


—Ah, because, you’re also envious of your twin brother! I didn't 
know you had that vice. You’ve definitely got them all! Don't you 
know the story of Cain and Abel? 


And for the thousandth time, you will have to listen to this 
horrible legend that mutilates the Bible like a bad scar. 


At that time, Roger, the underprivileged brother, wanted to 
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achieve the fraternal ideal, for he did not yet know that the pursuit 
of perfection poisons the life of an idealist. We never attain an ideal 
because the ideal cowardly flees before us like the distant horizon 
to taunt us. And then, wanting to be another person than yourself, 
you can't! You’re bound to fail. If you have the misfortune of hav- 
ing to live with someone who is a perfect person, with the final 
copy of the ideal you want to achieve, as the sorrowful spirits say, 
all you have to do is grit your teeth and manage to make your lips 
looks like a smile. 


Fate, master of all earthly life, had thus played this evil trick 
on Roger. As soon as he was born, people noticed that his twin 
brother, Gilles, was more handsome, stronger, smarter, and health- 
ier: 


—My God, the neighbors exclaimed, this child radiates health. He 
seems to have taken everything from poor Roger. So, he was absent 
on the day the Eternal Father distributed the qualities to the Hu- 
mans! Which one is the older of the two? 


—But... they are twins... 
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—Yes, I know; But I dont they suppose they went through the nar- 
row gate of life together. One is necessarily born a few minutes 
before the other... 


—Roger is the oldest... by only twenty minutes. 


"Gilles will therefore be the most intelligent," the neighbor decreed 
with the authority of those who are in the secret of the gods. The 
youngest is also the most gifted! 


—Ah! Well, well! exclaimed the delighted mother wondered. I’ve 
also noticed that Roger looks like my mother-in-law. Gilles is just 
like my perfect portrait. 


From that moment on, everything seemed to favour Gilles. 
The small gift of a few minutes ahead of his brother, which the 
unjust Destiny had had he unfortunate idea of giving Roger on the 
day of his birth, seemed to have definitively ruined his chances of 
success in life. As for Gilles, his mother found him so intelligent, 
so handsome and so strong, that she felt sorry and lamented to an- 
yone who would listen about her brother's weaknesses. Full of 
good will, she tried to encourage poor Roger by giving him the 
wonderful Gilles as an example for him to follow, but the unfortu- 
nate boy didn’t seem capable of achieving such a sublime goal. 


So, the two brothers grew up,, but the older they got, the more 
they seemed to deliberately choose opposite paths. Unable to 
achieve the perfection he believed he saw in his brother, Roger 
abandoned this ideal and resolutely took the opposite path in order 
to assert his individuality, or perhaps with the unavowable aim of 
taking revenge on those around him. 


Henceforth, he opted to be the antithesis of Gilles. While the 
latter behaved honestly, Roger tended to steal, lie and cheat. The 
more studious Gilles was at school in order to stay ahead of his 
class, the more the other wallowed in indolence and laziness. Gilles 
was so generous that the poor of the village watched him to receive 
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his prodigal alms, while they carefully avoided Roger who did not 
hesitate to chase them away angrily. 


As the two twins grew older, the qualities of one, and the de- 
fects of the other became more pronounced and asserted them- 
selves in extremes. Everyone adored Gilles, and tried to conceal 
their dislike and antipathy for his brother less favoured by Mother 
Nature. It even happened that a visitor, greatly surprised by the dif- 
ferences in temperament of the two children, would make jokes. 
One day, Roger heard one of them laughingly say: 


—It seems that the only time Roger came before his brother was 
the day they were born. But I'm sure it was out of courtesy that 
Gilles let his brother first. He is so generous, so adorable... 


Hidden behind a bush in the garden, Roger was the only one 
who did not laugh at the pun. On the contrary, his eyes harden even 
more. 


4 


Years passed quickly for the two brothers. Impatient time 
pushed their lives as fast as the impetuous wind blows the sailboat 
away. The twins grew up and metamorphosed into teenagers. Rog- 
er's rebellious, avaricious, and cruel nature seemed to be confirmed 
day by day. He gave very little satisfaction to his parents who could 
only prefer Gilles’ generous nature even more. And yet, dear reader, 
do not believe that their parents consciously favoured one over the 
other. Absolutely not! On the contrary, wanting to behave like good 
parents, they deliberately hid their preferences in favour of Gilles, 
and literally covered Roger with new clothes, toys and money. 
They did not want the child to feel disadvantaged in the slightest; 
at least materially. 


But Roger's ingratitude knew no bounds. The more his par- 
ents spoiled him, the more aggressive, jealous, and vindictive he 
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became towards them. Every time he opened his mouth, sharp crit- 
icism came out about his brother. He was so jealous, as if he could 
appear taller by putting the other down. He really seemed to have 
the devil in his heart. 


4 


Shortly after the First World War, their father left this land 
for a world that some claim to be better. Since he owned two pulp 
mills in villages in the Saint-Maurice Valley, the mother decided to 
retire and bequeath one of the industrial enterprises to each of her 
two children. 


Very quickly the inhabitants of La Tuque, the site of Gilles’ 
factory, were quick to congratulate themselves on having obtained 
the best of the two children at the head of their establishment. This 
was important because it was the only means of support for their 
entire community. 


The inhabitants of Saint-Léonard-de-Mauricie, on the other 
hand, were extremely apprehensive about the arrival of Roger, the 
new owner of their factory. Everyone twenty-kilometre radius 
knew the two children; at least by reputation. 


However, the behavior of the twins was also extremely un- 
expected. Whereas up until then, Roger had behaved indolently, 
his new promotion transformed him completely. He became seri- 
ous, hardworking, thoughtful, and diligent... in short, a true Chair- 
man and CEO who was always looking for new ideas to improve 
the smooth running of his already flourishing business and, conse- 
quently, to increase his considerable fortune. The inhabitants of 
Saint-Léonard-de-Mauricie, hitherto full of prevention, soon had 
to admit that their initial prejudice had led them to commit an error 
of judgment. 


Gilles, for his part, managed his business extremely well. 
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And he also possessed a rare quality: he knew how to remain sim- 
ple and close to his employees. Some grumpy or sectarian minds, 
in the grip of a totally unjustified partisanship of mind, will no 
doubt refuse to recognize the human qualities that this kind of boss 
may possess, alleging that by greasing the wheels and the palms of 
his employees, he was in fact simply lubricating the cogs and the 
working parts of his production machine; in other words, he was 
thus increasing the surplus-value!, the added value of his wealth 
and income. But for Gilles, this was certainly not the case. He truly 
loved the families who depended on him, and saw himself some- 
what as their benefactor, even their paterfamilias. Yet he would 
never have admitted this intimate feeling to anyone, for fear of be- 
ing accused of paternalism, because some perverse manipulators 
denied bosses the right to the slightest human quality. Jealousy al- 
ways pushes Leftwing people to give only faults, bad intentions 
and pettiness to the rich. As soon as an employee got married or 
celebrated the birth of one of his children, he received a wonderful 
gift from "Mr. Gilles", as he was affectionately called. 


One day, a man had his hands severed by a machine. On an- 
other occasion, a girl lost the use of one leg. The "guardian angel" 
of La Tuque, Monsieur Gilles, always arranged for them to obtain, 
on the company's insurances, comfortable financial compensation. 


The only ones not to appreciate this generosity were the 
agents of the insurance company itself. They quickly doubled the 
company's monthly premiums. Monsieur Gilles grimaced, but con- 
soled himself with the thought that the help and comfort of his 
workers should prevail over the cost of his insurance. 


Roger, for his part, was much less unanimously appreciated 
in his own village. He ran his business with an iron fist. His hyper- 


| eIn Marxian economics, surplus-value is the difference between the amount raised through the 
sale of a product and the amount it cost to manufacture it. 
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sensitive ears picked up the slightest critical whisper. His percep- 
tive eye always detected the lazy and the incompetent. He seemed 
to have antennas in every office, in every workshop, in the last 
dressing room. His decisions remained inflexible. Everyone feared 
them as those of the Eternal Father. Roger knew this very well, and 
he was greatly amused. "Oderint dum metuant" he repeated in front 
of his children. He frequently had in his mouth these latin words 
of the emperor Caligula that Roger had had to copy a thousand 
times during his years of misery at the Externat Classique Second- 
ary School in Trois-Riviéres where he had been "imprisoned" for 
years. Everyone around him knew that this meant, "They hate me? 
Doesn't matter! Let them hate me as long as they fear me." The 
lazy, the useless, disabled, pregnant women, whose profitability 
was diminished, were ruthlessly driven out, and the productivity of 
the factory doubled every three years. 


It was wonderful to see all these employees working from 
the first minute of the day until the last. Never any sick! It was 
enough to stand in front of the factory door to realize that the work- 
ers did not cross the wrought iron gate until twenty minutes after 
the roar of the siren announcing the end of workday; whereas the 
factory of Gilles —Gilles the Beloved, Gilles the Good Father— was 
already deserted at the first moans of the siren. 


When one of his employees was injured at work, Roger im- 
mediately sought good reasons not to admit the company's liability 
in order to avoid any increase in insurance costs. And the Workers’ 
Compensation Office provided him with valuable assistance for 
this purpose by sending inspectors to monitor the workers. He de- 
manded that the injured employee go for a medical examination to 
the factory's official doctor. This charlatan, an incompetent old 
doctor whose only clientele was this cheap captive labor, knew 
well that Mr. Roger kept him for the sole reason that he always 
cleared the company of all responsibility. At each accident, this 


120 


Laura's aura, 


"bonesetter" declared the workers fit for work, and, as a result, sev- 
eral disabled’s received no compensation. 


a 


Years passed. Roger's big profits were wisely reinvested in 
the company, which was now very robust. Big-hearted Gilles, on 
the other hand, had kept a plethora of workers: many disabled, sin- 
gle mothers, fathers too old. They were very costly to the company, 
but the CEO, riddled with altruism and philanthropy, couldn't bring 
himself to abandon them by the wayside. In the region, as much as 
Gilles was adored, Roger inspired hatred and resentment: 


—RHe exploits the worker. He thinks only of himself! 


When a serious economic crisis occurred, the backlash on 
the two businesses in the Saint-Maurice Valley was radically dif- 
ferent. Roger's enterprise held up very well, but Gilles' immedi- 
ately began to show signs of weakness like a wounded wild goose. 
Short of cash and seeing his business in danger, on the verge of 
sinking, Gilles turned to the banks for funds to "blind the water- 
ways". But the financial institutions evaded, claiming that the fac- 
tory had to restructure before being granted a loan of any size: 
—Restructuring? What do you mean by that? 

—Your company, Mr. Gilles, has to undergo surgery. It needs to 
lose weight. You have too many useless employees. All unnecessary 
staff must be laid off. If vou agree to this, we’ll lend you what you 
need and you'll avoid bankruptcy. 

—But I could never bring myself to throw out all those good people 
who have never done me any harm! 

—You’re a prisoner of your own reputation. Hire a downsizer, a 
"contractor" to do the job. They come in from the outside, and, for 
a hefty fee it’s true, they eliminate all those you want to get rid of, 
without any danger of reprisals and violence against you. And your 
reputation remains intact, untouched. You’re not the bad guy! 
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—Ah! 

—All you need, to be a good "downsizer" or "degreaser of staff” is 
to be tall, broad-shouldered, and quite imposing, with double chin 
and jowls, to look "professional" and technical, and to not laugh 
in vain. Most companies hire contractors for this dirty job. They 
are recruited by contract... like hitmen. Employees have the im- 
pression that you have nothing to do with it, that the selection of 
layoffs is developed by economic specialists. In fact, all these de- 
greasers of manpower, downsizers, are just heartless torturers, like 
the executioners of yesteryear who wanted people to believe that 
they were honored to apply the Justice of Men, while in fact they 
drowned every night in beer their dark sorrow and their self-loath- 
ing. I knew one. Having accumulated millions, he had made highly 
productive investments in underdeveloped countries. In the end, 
thieving investment agents stole all his money. The stolen thief! 
Nobody cried but them. 

Returning to Gilles, he was too good and too generous to ac- 
cept to sacrifice all these poor people and especially to renounce 
his splendid reputation as a model of Virtue that flattered him so 
much. His business therefore closed its doors, and the buildings, 
machinery and stock were seized by bailiffs on behalf of greedy 
creditors. In a few weeks, a real human hemorrhage emptied the 
village of its inhabitants. They had to leave their homes to run in a 
more economically advantaged region, looking for work. 


Roger's village withstood the economic difficulties of the cri- 
sis very well, thanks to his very healthy business. 


Until this tragic July 6", when an arson totally destroyed 
Roger's beautiful factory. He himself was burned alive in the dis- 
aster. Thus Saint-Léonard-de-Mauricie also became a ghost town, 
like Fermont on the North Shore. The police arrested the arsonist 
who had perpetrated the crime of arsonism. He was a father of five 
whom Roger had kicked out after a work accident. 
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"Unfairly!" he thought. 
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-10- 
The crossroads 

evenge is, it is said, a delicacy that can be enjoyed warm 

or even cold. Some do not satisfy it until long after the 

affront, when the alleged offender is in a position of 

weakness. And this delay is most desirable, because the 
time cools grudges, even the most vindictive. Some far-sighted 
minds claim that if man could kill by simple mental concentration 
(and therefore without danger of reprisals from Human Justice) the 
world would rapidly depopulate. This type of experiment cannot 
be carried out in the laboratory. Thank God! Yet there is a 
privileged moment for those who want to perpetrate their deadly 
vengeance without much risk of punishment: war. Soldiers are well 
aware of this, because many despotic officers and non- 
commissioned officers, who, in peace time, impose a thousand 
unjust, arbitrary and unappealable decisions, become models of 
understanding and benevolence for their troops in wartime. They 
are well aware that, as soon as the battle is engaged, the first bullet 
fired by an unjustly punished man will be for them. 

"How many soldiers, how many captains", killed on the Field 
of Honor, were not hit by the projectiles of the country’s enemies. 
They were shot in the back, but they were not cowards. 

The story of Lieutenant Marius Hautberg illustrates these 
grim realities that do not reveal the human soul in its most edifying 
light. 


a 


As he had just begun his eighteenth year, Marius fell madly 
in love. A man does not come out of childhood until he gets mar- 
ried, it is claimed. This was his case. But he soon realized that his 
parents did not approve of this union, which went beyond the 
framework of the milling tradition. A miller's son must marry a 
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miller's daughter! This is the golden rule. Love does not enter into 
the equation to avoid distorting the best economic interest of fam- 
ilies. These alliances were good for trade. If Marius dared to ignore 
this social ostracism, he would have to give up the security of his 
heritage assets. Love was stronger. He decided to join the army and 
above all to succeed at all costs in creating his own Destiny. He 
would be a commissioned officer; which, in the ultra-militarist 
context of the time (the interwar period) draped him with authentic 
prestige. 

Taking charge of oneself transforms and hardens the charac- 
ter of a boy. Whipped by pride and ambition, he began to work so 
hard that he soon surpassed all his comrades, who were also can- 
didates for the dignity of commissioned officer. He came first in 
the corporal’s examination; first to Sergeant; first of all those who 
competed to enter the school of commissioned officers, from 
which he almost came out on top of the class. So much so that on 
his uniform soon shone the envied gallon of lieutenant. His leaders 
greatly appreciated his real qualities as a leader of men and foresaw 
a rapid rise in the military hierarchy. 

Marius had been able, by his will alone, by his keen intelli- 
gence, to rise above his fellows, even if he had not climbed the 
marble stairs of the top Military Academies of Saint-Cyr, Moscow, 
West Point, Whampoa, Sandhurst or Hamburg, to penetrate the 
privileged circle of officers. Everyone has their own way! Besides, 
why did the officers who came out of those Top Academies take 
on these outrageous or condescending airs when they address oth- 
ers? Most would not have been able to follow him in his night raids 
or even in the steps of his mind. 

This discovery took on the aspect of a revelation that dark- 
ened his serenity and further increased his desire to assert his worth. 
He was demanding with himself; he became so with those around 
him and especially with his hierarchical superiors. He would only 
show them his esteem when he judged they deserved it according 
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to his own standards, and never hesitated to put on a martial face 
that could be described as impudent when he identified deficien- 
cies and shortages in them. 


"Outside, the 
roar of artil- 
lery solidi- 
fied the air 
with continu- 
ous vibra- 
tions. 
The lieuten- 
ant could not 
help but as- 
sociate the 
buzzing 
sounds of 
these can- 
nons with 
Pyotr Ilyich 
Tchaikov- 
sky's "Over- 
ture 1812". 


War broke out. The young lieutenant Hautberg was trans- 
ferred to Alsace at the head of the 47/1 Company of the Divisional 
Engineers. There was a shortage of captains and the best lieuten- 
ants were entrusted with companies. During the "Phoney War", he 
built casemates and bunkers to reinforce the fortifications of the 
Maginot Line which covered the French borders from Sedan to 
Menton, and that the Germans and Italians could not cross'. 

In May 1940, Marius Hautberg was allowed to spend a few 
brief days of leave with his wife, to mark the birth of his daughter 
Marie-France. But the merciless and parsimonious Destiny was 
going to deny him any extended leisure. No sooner had he begun 
to appreciate the serenity of home and his newfound fatherhood, 


! The Germans bypassed the Line in violation of Belgium's neutrality, and the Italians attacked 
the Maginot Line in the Alps and were repulsed with heavy losses. 
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than he received the imperative order to return hastily to his com- 
bat unit. Thousands of Nazi panzers hordes swept into France, jos- 
tling everything in their path. It was the terrible Blitz Krieg'. The 
French and English armies were already retreating under the terri- 
ble push of iron and fire. Without warning the French, who wanted 
to launch a counter-offensive of blockade with the English, the 
British Army retreated to England through Dunkirk, after abandon- 
ing 2,500 artillery pieces and as many armored vehicles on the 
beaches’. Their re-embarkation was done under the protection of 
two French infantry divisions who held back the German tanks 
while the English reintegrated their island in disaster. 

Lieutenant Hautberg nevertheless managed to find his battal- 
ion which was maneuvering somewhere on the banks of the 
Somme, in a village south of Péronne. He immediately took charge 
of his company. 

The day after his arrival, Major Gabrielli, his hierarchical su- 
perior from the Great Military Academy, summoned the officers to 
his headquarters. In the distance, French and German cannon thun- 
dered furiously. Humans celebrated their High Mass of steel and 
fire. They urged the gods of war to grant them victory. The great 
organs of the heavy artillery filled the distance with their Gregorian 
vibrations, while the machine guns chipped their rosaries. At times, 
the buzz faded. The guns caught their breath to attack even harder 
at the next verse. An immense tension clutched each man's chest. 
The battalion commander, who knew that the first quality of an 
officer was to keep his calm and composure in the most dramatic 


' This German invasion succeeded only thanks to the cooperation of the USSR with Hitler. In a 
few weeks, the French lost 90,000 killed and killed 35,000 Germans, and destroyed 500 planes and 
800 panzers (1/3 of the German force). The BEF, on the run, still suffered 3,500 killed. ¢ Clive 
Ponting, 1940 — Myth and reality, Hamish Hamilton Ltd, London, 1990. Chapter 2, Collapse. "pp.88- 
93 

> eLeft on Dunkirk beaches by the British: 2,472 guns, anti-aircraft guns and anti-tank guns were 
destroyed or abandoned along with 63,879 vehicles consisting of 20,548 motorcycles and 45,000 
cars and trucks, 77,928 tons of ammunition, 422,615 tons of supplies and equipment and 
167,576 tons of petrol. 
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moments of a battle, gave his orders and ended with these words: 
— Your mission, Hautberg, is to place mines in the perimeter of the 
road junction located at the southern exit of this village! Execution 
as soon as our battalion drops out! 

It took only a few seconds for Lieutenant Hautberg to 
glimpse the full scope of this order. It was not necessary to study 
at the Great Military Academy to guess the absurdity of this tactic. 
The intersection was located in the middle of a totally flat area, 
completely free of obstacles. Blowing it up would no more stop the 
huge German panzers than a mere cloud of smoke. Their caterpil- 
lars would allow them to bypass the crossroads by crossing the 
fields streaked with ploughing. This rural detour would even be a 
pleasant bucolic distraction rather than an obstacle. On the other 
hand, for the thirty two-wheeled vehicles of the 4 Horse-drawn 
vehicle Engineer Company commanded by Lieutenant Hautberg, 
this destruction would constitute an almost impassable barrage. 
They would get caught in the deep, slimy mud of plowed fields 
like midges in glue. In his view, destroying the roadway was 
clearly tantamount to the incoherent act of sawing off the branch 
on which one had perched oneself. 

All these thoughts jostled in the lieutenant's troubled mind. 
He morally felt himself at a crossroads. His choice was not easy. 
Should he point out to the Chief of Battalion the irrationality of this 
destruction?... In measured terms, of course! Or was it better to 
carry out the order without questioning it, as a good, submissive 
and disciplined soldier? He was aware that "discipline was the es- 
sential strength of any army" and that in this rearguard action 
where everyone was trying to execute an act of resistance to stop 
these Nazi hordes, it was perhaps not the right time to refute or 
even discuss an untimely order. From the first contact, this Com- 
mandant Gabrielli had seemed somewhat whimsical in his deci- 
sions. But when the enemy is far away, it’s only a venial sin. How 
many victims, how many young lives cut short by death, could be 
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attributed to incompetence at the start of the invasion of the home- 
land? Wasn't this retreat itself a perfect example? Gabrielli was 
simply trying to do something to make himself appear to be acting, 
only to claim, later, that he had done everything in his power to 
curb the mad rush of the Nazi blitzkrieg. 

Thoughts jostled at lightning speed in Lieutenant Hautberg's 
tense mind. Outside, the roar of artillery solidified the air with con- 
tinuous vibrations. The lieutenant could not help but associate the 
buzzing sounds of these cannons with Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky's 
"Overture 1812". And, what would become of his Company’s three 
hundred men, for whom he was responsible, if the destruction of 
this pitiful and insignificant crossroads left them stranded to the 
spot, in the mud of the fields, at the mercy of those drug-addled! 
Hitlerite savages? Had he any right to refuse an absurd (or even 
disastrous) order? However, he had a duty, at least, to do what he 
could to spare the lives of his men. The incompetence of this of- 
ficer was unforgivable as far as it could result in the unnecessary 
destruction of an entire company. 

—My commander? the lieutenant said in embarrassment. 

— Yes Hautberg? What do you want? The senior officer inquired, 
raising his thick eyebrows. 

—Don't you think, my commander, that destroying this crossroads 
will in no way disrupt the rush of German tanks? There are no ob- 
stacles to prevent them from getting around... On the other hand, 
this destruction will totally block the flow of Belgian, Dutch, 
French and Luxembourg refugees who are desperately trying to 
flee the German hordes and the combat zone... I’m all for sacrific- 
ing myself and my company to delay somewhat the enemy. I am 
totally in favor. But in the present circumstances, I wonder whether 
it would not be preferable to proceed instead with the destruction 
of a crossroads less easily by-passed... Like... for example... here 


1 *Every Nazi soldier received everyday a dose of methamphetamin in the form of "vitaminized 
chocolate called Pervitine" in his soldier kit. 
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on the map... hill 234... It seems to me... 

With his praetorian index finger stretched out towards a 
1/80,000" scale staff map, Lieutenant Hautberg slowly raised his 
head and his sentence remained hung on the edge of his lips. Com- 
mander Gabrielli, pale and completely silent, was leaving the map 
room. The lieutenants looked at each other, without saying a word, 
and then their eyes focused together on the open window. In the 
courtyard, the commander jumped into his official car, a black 
Peugeot 202, slammed the door angrily and disappeared in a long 
and tearing screech of tires. Lieutenant Hautberg swallowed his sa- 
liva. 

—You’ve offended him, whispered an officer. But I'm glad he didn't 
reiterate and confirm his order. 

—This will prevent us from carrying out an act that I will not only 
describe as foolishly useless, because for my part, I agree with you 
that it would be a real act of barbarism against the throngs of ref- 
ugees marching along this road... and this, without bringing the 
slightest inconvenience to the German panzers. 

—The meeting is adjourned, replied Lieutenant Hautberg, unwill- 
ing to outbid his superior's criticism after this estocade. Let's go 
back to our platoons HQ! 


4 


Towards the end of the afternoon, Lieutenant Hautberg, 
alone in his Platoon ’s HQ, saw the commander's car arrive. A feel- 
ing of uneasiness came over him. The senior officer walked to- 
wards him, a big smile on his face. The apprehension that vaguely 
haunted the anxious mind of the young lieutenant vanished. 

—RHi! Hautberg. Is everything fine? 

—Nothing to report, my commander! 

—Are you alone? 

— Yes, my commander. 

—Hautberg. I come from the Battalion headquarters. We’ve got a 
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little problem... We’d like to know what the situation is in this sec- 
tor... there..., said the commander in a tone of confidence, his index 
finger stretched to a point of the map five kilometers north of the 
village. Can you do a little reconnaissance there? You'll be doing 
us a great favour... 

—Immediately, sir. I’ll send Sergeant Dulac... 

—Hr... It's too important a matter to be entrusted to a non-com- 
missioned officer. I'd like you to go yourself... I want to be sure that 
the information is first-hand. 

—Very well, sir! 

—As soon as you return, come to the battalion headquarters to tell 
me the exact situation. 

This imprecise reconnaissance mission left in Lieutenant 
Hautberg's mind an indefinable feeling. But he dared not make the 
slightest remark. That very morning, he had challenged an order 
from his commanding officer. He should not be pushed too far. 
—Aye, aye, sir! 

—Good. You can leave immediately. Time is running out. The news 
is not good for the Allies. The English is running away, they re- 
embark without any warning. I am waiting for you at the battalion 
headquarters. 

—Very well, my commander! I pass on the command of my com- 
pany to Chief Warrant Officer Dupont and I leave immediately... 
—Don't worry about that! cut off the superior officer. J will take 
care of it myself as soon as you leave. 

—But... 

—Leave immediately. What the hell, Hautberg! I told you that this 
is extremely urgent! 


4 


Pedaling nervously in a small hollow path, the lieutenant 
tried to chase away the singular obsession that haunted him. The 
combat zone was inexorably approaching. The panzers seemed to 
follow the horizon all the way there to rush west. One could even 
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guess the cacophonous creaking of the tracks punctuated by explo- 
sions. They chased the English army which fled in front of them to 
re-embark after abandoning their artillery and tanks on the beaches. 
How could one give so absurd orders? Undoubtedly, this officer 
had obtained his rank by protection. It was, without a doubt, the 
perfect example of what was causing this unprecedented retreat: 
"clientelism, favoritism...". A cancer that breeds incompetence. Is- 
n't this incompetence totally criminal? He could be killed in an un- 
dergrowth. And if, to make matters worse, this commander himself 
was killed before telling a third person about this mission, we 
would never know what had become of Lieutenant Hautberg. One 
missing, one widow and two more orphans in the midst of the ca- 
tastrophe and misfortune that befell his poor country. 

Suddenly, a horrible thought, more destructive than a stray 
bullet, crossed the lieutenant's mind. His legs, stricken with paral- 
ysis, refused to obey and the momentum of the bicycle came to die 
against a large pebble. Immobile as a statue, the soldier who had 
mechanically set foot on the ground was fixing a hedge there, in 
front. Of course! It was obvious! How hadn't that striken him ear- 
lier? It was all calculated! The commander wanted to get rid of 
him... to kill him... make him disappear to make him pay for his 
insolence of the morning. He wanted to assassinate him. The pieces 
of the puzzle were now adjusting themselves, one after the other. 
This absurd mission near enemy lines had the sole purpose of hav- 
ing him killed. And these orders, without witnesses, this immediate 
departure, without a direct passing of command of his company... 
Wasn't it for... to make him disappear without a trace? It would be 
sufficient for Gabrielli to declare him missing afterwards. Or 
maybe even... deserter! It would be a famous revenge if he man- 
aged to classify him as a cowardly deserter. Enough to fill the most 
diabolical of grudges with satisfaction. His memory would defi- 
nitely be disgraced in the hearts of his loved ones. Ah, what a bas- 
tard! This Gabrielli was more satanic than King David himself, 
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who had sent one of his officers to the front line to have him killed 
and robbed of his beautiful wife. At least he had a passionate rea- 
son. But in this case, Gabrielli wanted to assassinate him to avenge 
his own incompetence... 

Mad with rage, Lieutenant Hautberg was about to turn back 
to tell the show this pathetic felon what he was made of. But how 
could he prove any of this? These were all certainties that were 
impossible to back up. The commander would send him to Court- 
Martial and probably shoot... This Military Justice had so little to 
do with real Justice! 

After a few minutes of violent efforts to regain control of his 
frantic mind, the lieutenant managed to calm down. He decided to 
carry on and fulfill his mission as best he could. Ten minutes later, 
he reached the edge of a kind of plateau. Clearly, the nazi panzers 
had crossed this sector. The fighting was over, thank God! A Brit- 
ish all-terrain vehicle was finishing to burn. A little further on, 
very close to the military crest of the plateau, a farm. The lieutenant 
threw his bike into a bush and leapt from bush to bush in irregular 
zigzags, so as to surprise a possible enemy sniper with his unpre- 
dictable route. He had to reconnoitre the farm, before considering 
his mission accomplished. It was located in the center of the sector 
to be observed. 

He thus reached the door of the main body of the farm build- 
ings, the dwelling house. Heart pounding, he spied the windows, 
the bushes, and carefully scrutinized the heavy silence. Only the 
distant sound of the artillery seemed to give some life to the sur- 
rounding air. High in the cloudy sky, a French army informer 
buzzed tirelessly like a tiny insect. Not far away in a church, a 
bronze bell blew an array of notes into the evening air, an unusual 
sound of peace amid the hum of war. The lieutenant gently turned 
the brass handle. There was no one there! A large rectangular table 
occupied part of the huge hall. Everything was ready for a meal. 
Around twenty white earthenware plates in the shape of bowls. A 
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few English helmets and staff maps, here and there, as well as other 
clues, indicated that this was a British regimental HQ. A Scottish 
kilt, torn tartan, lay under the table. 

A shell or grenade had exploded in the room, shattering the 
south window and causing some disorder, and the survivors to flee. 
The General Staff had probably surrendered to the enemy. In the 
courtyard, tracks indicated that armored vehicles had surrounded 
the buildings. 

The lieutenant carefully returned to his bicycle. Nothing im- 
portant to report. Mission unnecessary! 


4 


Thirty minutes later, Hautberg entered the village, pedaling 
breathlessly. Something seemed changed to him... No one. His bat- 
talion had packed up and decamped; gone to the last jeep. He con- 
tinued his mad race and reached the southern entrance of the small 
village. A faint scream escaped from his ulcerated chest, when he 
saw the last vehicles of his own company leaving the village. Haut- 
berg accelerated to catch up with the convoy. 

A Military Engineer battalion then comprised, in the middle 
of the war, four companies of 300 men and twenty teams, not 
counting the Command and Services Company. For the marching 
orders to go down the chain of command, it took a good fifteen to 
twenty minutes. As soon as the orders were received, the men had 
to dress, dismantle bivouacs, tents, bedding, mobile kitchens, har- 
ness the horses, load vans and maneuver the carriages. All this took 
a full two hours. It was therefore clear that Commander Gabrielli 
had given the marching command to raise the camp immediately 
after the departure of Lieutenant Hautberg for his mission of sac- 
rifice. These thoughts confirmed the indefinable unease he was 
feeling. As a soldier, he was brought close to death at every mo- 
ment. But he’d never thought that death could threaten him from 
within the ranks of those with whom he had to fight the only com- 
mon enemy: the Nazi invader. 
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Physically unable to catch up for the moment with the bat- 
talion Commander who was travelling in a motor vehicle, the lieu- 
tenant took command of his company, which was positioned close 
behind the column. 


4 


Two days later, Lieutenant Hautberg and his company fol- 
lowed the battalion which was advancing painfully a few kilome- 
ters forward, among the Dutch refugees. He thought angrily of the 
astonishment displayed by the commander when he saw his subor- 
dinate reappearing before him. Marius wanted to ask him why the 
commander had not spoken of a "change of command" to anyone 
who was to replace him. Lieutenant Hautberg did nothing so as not 
to inflame the spirits. The commander Gabrielli had even forgotten 
to ask him the result of his "mission of confidence". 

The kilometers flew by, endlessly at a very low speed, 
through confused masses of foreign refugees. From time to time, a 
German or Italian plane came to strafe this human pile that scat- 
tered in the adjacent meadows like a herd of sheep chased by the 
fangs of a German shepherd or a Mastino Napoletano. Screaming 
like furious beasts, the German stukas and the Italian Breda spewed 
their deadly fatality before bouncing back to the cloudless sky, pur- 
sued by thousands of insults and small arms projectiles that whis- 
tled furiously like frantic snakes. From time to time, a plane hit to 
death would explode beyond the soft green hillsides, under the 
sneers and vengeful jeers. 

—That one won't piss us off anymore... ! 

Bridges over rivers were real bottlenecks. They caused con- 
siderable delays. It took a great deal of imagination to get through. 
Some old people, exhausted,, breathed their last. Lieutenant Haut- 
berg crossed the Oise River shortly before the stukas and Breda 
bombers pulverized the historic bridge. He had managed to get 
very close to the crossing structure using side roads and shortcuts. 

Along the road, the lieutenant found an abandoned horse 
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which he immediately commandeered. He could therefore walk 
along the column by passing through the fields. No sooner had he 
ridden his company commander's mount than a Peugeot 202, 
which was barely moving up the column jostling the refugees, 
stopped near the lieutenant. At the left rear door, the window of 
which had been rolled down, appeared the Commander Gabrielli’s 
scarlet face, congested with fury. Next to his enraged face a huge 
PA35 prescription pistol looked at the lieutenant with its black and 
menacing eye: 

—Hautberg? Gabrielli yelled. 

— Yes, my commander? 

—Get off that horse immediately or I'll blow up your brain! 

Stunned, the lieutenant stared into the commander's face, and 
in his eyes, shrunken by intense hatred and by alcoholic fumes, he 
read an unshakeable determination to make him pay for his last 
days "insolence". 

Hautberg had not committed the slightest insubordination, 
and this terrible threat had no reason to be, other than to take ad- 
vantage of the disorder and debacle to "settle the score with that 
snot-nosed brat" who dared to ridicule him in front of everyone. 
The lieutenant understood that any hesitation would be a pretext 
for his assassination. He immediately leapt from his mount to 
freeze in a rigid, pleading stance, only two meters from the gun’ s 
menacing barrel. Facing him, Gabrielli saw that the lieutenant had 
realized that his time had come and that he had to die... that he was 
going to die like a dog. And an immense joy invaded his whole 
being, and drew on his thick lips an irresistible rictus of voluptu- 
ousness. The fear of death that he read in the young lieutenant's 
frightened eyes filled him with unhealthy enjoyment. Ah! It had 
finally arrived, the moment of revenge! How violent it was this 
pleasure to feel at his mercy the life of the being so deeply hated. 
He felt like the cat who held the mouse between his claws, the god 
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who, with his vengeful index finger, would strike down the unre- 
pentant blasphemer. Clearly, Gabrielli wanted to enjoy the lieuten- 
ant's panic for a few moments before putting an end to his life with 
a simple click of his finger, in the same way as the acrimonious 
gods of Mythology, masters of Life and Death, cut the thread of a 
human existence, no doubt with a sneer of satisfaction. He could 
see the lieutenant's brown eyes staring intently at the finger that 
was beginning to tighten on the trigger. "4h! You bastard. It's your 
turn to piss adrenaline; But that's not all, you're going to piss your 
blood too. I'm gonna make you die for your country, me..." seemed 
to think the battalion commander whose viperine eyes were no 
more than two sinister slits, almost closed. 

All around, men and horses continued to walk slowly, 
stunned and anesthetized by the exhaustion and demoralization of 
the debacle. No one noticed the drama that was playing out here 
between officers Hautberg and Gabrielli; nor did they see the dying 
men and women, lying on the roadside and in the surrounding 
meadows, wounded by the latest Nazi and Italian air raids, and who 
finished dying in the midst of general indifference. 

The senior officer's finger continued to twitch, and the trig- 
ger recoils imperceptibly. Stunned by this movement, the lieuten- 
ant already felt the immense shock that was about to strike him in 
the chest. If he could, he would have even hastened this fatal ex- 
plosion, so unbearable was this wait. 

Suddenly, Battalion Commander Gabrielli heard the snap of 
a carabiner breech, right next to his head. He turned his head and 
his eyes, to have a better view of the dark mass to his left, and what 
he saw suddenly erased the rictus of pleasure that still appeared on 
his lips: a sapper of Lieutenant Hautberg!' had put a gun at Gabri- 
elli’s head. The commander could see with amazement ten centi- 
meters from his temple the sinister rifle’s black hole. Behind the 


Mere was the lieutenant's order. 
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front sight and the eyecuo, whose images were superimposed, he 
could see the cold and determined eye of his orderly. The battalion 
commander's finger then began to release the trigger, and, like a 
cat tucking its claws in, the large P435 automatic pistol slowly dis- 
appeared behind the window of the Peugeot. 

—Lieutenant, am I allowed to shoot him? whispered the sapper, 
still holding the battalion commander prisoner of his line of aim. 
—No, let him go, replied Lieutenant Hautberg in a low voice, with 
the magnanimity of Victor Hugo's father, who gave the wounded 
Spaniard a drink, despite the latter's attempt to kill him. 

Suddenly sobered from his hatred and desire for revenge by 
the certainty of immediately paying his forfeit, Commander Gabri- 
elli gave his driver the abrupt order to start and merge into the 
crowd of the debacle. 
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-11- 
The letters. 


na hot summer morning, the day after our National Day 
of 1 July, the mailman threw a red envelope letter into 
the mailbox of Joélle Verten, a young girl whom 
capricious Nature had extremely favoured in the 
intellectual field. But she had unfortunately allowed some perverse 
overweight to spoil her physical features. 
Joélle carefully opened the scarlet envelope and read: 


Surrey on July 34 My dear Joélle, 

You will no doubt be extremely surprised to receive this letter 
from a boy in your Ecole Gabrielle-Roy’s class, who up to now 
seems to have shown nothing but indifference towards you. 


Without delay, the girl turned the sheet to look at who on 
earth could be writing to her in such terms. She read the signature: 
Jacques Vinerbi, 4823 Montcalm Street, Vancouver. The image of 
this silent, introverted boy, camd back to her with some effort. 


After much hesitation, I allowed myself this audacity because 
in life you sometimes have to push yourself to seize opportunities 
that will probably never come again. 


The young girl felt her heart pounding intensely in her overly 
generous chest. No boy had ever made the slightest advance on her. 
Her eyes began to devour the lines. 


I couldn't help admiring your beautiful intelligence and wit. 
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You rarely spoke, but when you did, your words and ideas were 
always in line with what I was thinking. So, you can imagine how 
much I admired you, despite your obvious indifference to me. 


Joélle's heart was pounding. An immense happiness flooded 
her chest. The beam of light from her memories now illuminated 
the imprecise shadow of Jacques Vinerbi, as solitary as a Great 
Horned Owl of America, a hermit who populated the back of the 
classroom! It could only have been that tall, handsome dark-haired 
boy, slender and dark like a night owl, who always sat at the back, 
on the left! No! Impossible! She was reviewing the boys in the 
group of forty students and the evidence was there, unmistakable. 
It had to be him. In a sort of daze, she continued reading: 


When I arrived home for the holidays, I was initially over- 
whelmed by a great feeling of sadness and loneliness. Not because 
I don't like holidays. You can imagine it. But for some reason I 
couldn't clearly identify. So, I thought long and hard about myself 
to find the cause of my spleen. And after much reflection, I have to 
face the facts: I miss you. 

Ican tell you how difficult it is for me (being so reserved and 
even so shy) to admit all this to someone. I am not used to revealing 
my deepest feelings and I have to take it upon myself to express 
these secret thoughts. But I try to be logical. The world has become 
a desert for me. No one exists anymore since I realized how dear 
you are to me. And if I hadn't written to you, I know I could never 
have been happy. I'd rather risk it all by revealing to you this feel- 
ing that you inspire me. As the saying goes: "Nothing ventured 
nothing gained!" Perhaps you will agree to exchange a few letters 
with me? Expressing your feelings doesn t commit you to anything. 
And my heart suffocates with happiness thinking that, perhaps... 
Yes, perhaps, your feelings for me will match mine. That would be 
so wonderful. 
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Hoping with all my heart, dear Joélle, that you will agree 
to answer me, I cordially shake your hand. 


Jacques 


v 


A few days later, Jacques Vinerbi received the following 
letter. 


Langley, July 10", My dear Jacques, 


It has been a very short time since I received your lovely 
letter, and I must have gone through it at least a hundred times. I 
can't thank you enough for all the happiness it has brought me. 

Far from resenting you complete reserve towards me, I en- 
tirely approve of your conduct. When one finds oneself in a some- 
what uncertain situation, that is undoubtedly the best thing to do. 
This proves to me your wisdom and seriousness, which are in my 
opinion the greatest qualities a person can possess. Needless to say, 
I appreciate them very much. 

I showed your letter to my parents, and since I may be in 
my final year of school, they are not opposed to us expressing our 
feelings. 

You don't know how happy everything you've told me makes 
me, and how much I am looking forward to getting back to school 
to make sure how we feel about each other. 

I hope you don't blame me too much for my excessive 
shyness. I confess in all simplicity that I did not know how to show 
you my interest and my esteem. I also realize that I have been 
unpleasant to you by my indifference, and I beg your forgiveness. 

If you don't mind, we could continue to write to each other 
during this summer. Nothing would make me happier than to speak 
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regularly with the man I now consider my Prince Charming. 


Joélle 


Vv 


"What kind of sick joke is this?" thought Jacques Vinerbi as 
he received this last letter, even though he hadn’t written the first 
one. "This Joélle had a lot of nerve, writing to me like that without 
being invited. Or maybe it was a cruel joke from a rascal, a fellow 
university student. There you go! That’: it! It was a student who 
wanted to humiliate them... revenge... It was perhaps the gorgeous 
Solange whose advances he had discouraged, more out of timidity 
than vanity or arrogance; ... or Marius, so jealous of Solange's 
winking eyes and sideways glances... 

Why all these cruelties? Whether this letter was the fruit of 
jealousy or the result of a bet, it was no less cruel. 


Jacques took out a pen and a pad of stationery: 


Langley, July 16" Dear Joélle, 


Your letter showed me how malicious humankind can be. 
Because, obviously, the letter you received, which prompted your 
kind reply, was not written by me. It is the work of a bad and stupid 
joker. Some people find an immense satisfaction in humiliating 
others for obscure reasons. And the more we show our irritation, 
the more we try to find the culprits, the more intense will be their 
jubilation and glee. Therefore, in order to take away any reason 
for exultation, I would like to suggest that we behave as if these 
circumstances had brought us closer together. To that end, perhaps 
we should be more familiar with each other. What do you think 
about it? 
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I hope at least that, leaving aside this extravagant incident, 
you are having a good holiday. 
See you soon, 


Jacques. 


Surrey, July 22" Dear Jacques, 


I totally agree with your stance in this ordeal. It is probably 
imposed on us by a small bunch of pathetic morons. I’m sure that 
those who sought to humiliate us will be appalled to have brought 
us Closer; at least in appearance. This familiarity (being on first- 
name terms) will lead them to believe that they have been just a 
happy event in the course of our lives, when all they only wished 
to do was mystify us. I wouldnt be surprised if Marius Tremblay 
had dipped into this childish conspiracy. He and his girlfriend 
Solange have always shown a very bad spirit. I think that Solange 
only acted out of jealousy, because it seems to me that shes always 
had a soft spot for you, Jacques. Yes, yes, she has! I can assure you 
of that. I have always noted that she watched you you with great 
attention and that she scrutinized, discretely, the slightest of your 
actions or answers in class. She never went so far as to openly 
declare her admiration for you, no doubt for fear of displeasing 
Marius, but her comments could always imply that they only par- 
tially reflected what she was thinking. I watched them from afar 
and I remain convinced that a single word, a simple encourage- 
ment on your part, would have been enough for Solange to fall into 
your arms and to abandon Marius like a pair of slumped old slip- 
pers. Yes, yes! You can believe me, Jacques! I have always been 
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silent and still like an owl on its branch, but, believe me, nothing 
could escape my curiosity. 

You see, I had no difficulty familiarizing myself with you. The 
first step is always the hardest but the result is very pleasant. 
Sincerely, a friend, 


Joélle. 


Langley, July 29" Dear Joélle 


Your comments about Solange fill me with surprise and doubt. 
However, even if the consequences of this nasty prank are positive, 
I'd like to return the favour et give them their moneys worth. To 
this end, I propose that we try to find out with certainty who the 
evildoers are; in other words, who planned and organized this mor- 
tification against us. In my humble opinion, it is Marius who is the 
source of evil, and if this is not a certainty, it is at least a conviction. 
You, who are quite close to Geraldine, could you please call her to 
ask her, as if nothing, to probe Cyprien, who, as everyone knows, 
is a rival of Marius in the heart of Solange. He must certainly be 
aware, and will, no doubt, be delighted to reveal what’ going on 
behind the scenes if he is aware, or, at least, to inquire with others 
to inform us. As soon as I have identified with certainty the insti- 
gator of this cruel misdeed, I myself shall punish the culprit. 

In the meantime, dear Joélle, I send you my warmest em- 
brace, 

Jacques 
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Surrey, August 1° Dear Jacques, 

I am very happy to announce the name of the one who 
planned this bad trick against us. It is, of course, Marius. We 
certainly suspected him but it is still better to be certain before 
inflicting on him the retaliation that we are both plotting and whose 
consequence we are already savoring: the evil that Marius will 
suffer. It will be for us a sweet consolation. I know that forgiveness 
would be the wisest solution because revenge often drags the 
avenger into the suffering he inflicts. But forgiveness teaches 
nothing to the culprit who will always believe himself invulnerable. 
So, I will be wholeheartedly with you to wash away the insult. You 
will tell me what you plan to do, so that I can add my grain of salt 
on the wound inflicted. It will sting a little more! 

As for myself, my parents wanted me to go to Montreal to 
continue my studies in the field of medicine. They argue that 
McGill University's Faculty of Medicine is the best of all. What do 
you think? 

I leave you on these deep thoughts hoping that you will keep 
me informed about our revenge. I send you a little kiss of comfort. 
The next one will come from Montreal. 

Your friend Joélle 


v 


Langley on August 28 Dearest Joélle, 


I would like to tell you how the famous punishment of retali- 
ation is organized, which alone will satisfy our grudge. For safety 
reasons, I first bought, on behalf of Marius, a pre-paid phone. Then 
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I made an appointment by phone with a super-luxury five-star hotel. 
Needless to say, the rooms... The suites, rather... are literally over- 
priced: $8,500.00 for an overnight stay in the Suite Royale at the 
Rosewood Georgia Hotel in Vancouver. You see the kind of hotel! 
One wonders what can motivate a human being to pay a fortune of 
$8,500 to sleep 6 or 7 hours in a bed that is not his ... If not a 
powerful and conceited need to prove to himself that he is very, 
very important. That's about $1,000.00 an hour. 

I am delighted at the exquisite thought of seeing this fool 
obliged to pay such a sum for a fictitious marriage to be celebrated 
on September 18". Marius will probably be definitively disgusted 
of marriage and any union with Solange. But that's not all. I also 
organized in this same super-luxury hotel a reception-dinner for 
thirty guests which will end with a small ball, very nice, led by 
three versatile musicians at $4,500.00. To lend credibility to the 
contract I asked for a small discount from the hotel administration. 
The entire evening will cost him the modest sum of $16,850.87, 
federal and provincial taxes included, minus the deposit of $ 1,000 
that I had to pay to authenticate all the festivities and that I con- 
sider lost, of course! Revenge costs me $1,000 but it's little to pay 
for such personal satisfaction. The rest will be claimed from Mar- 
ius the day after September 18". He will have to pay, failing which 
he will taste the very basic comfort of prison; Free of any charge, 
that one! 

That's it, my dearest Joélle. The trap is in place. We just have 
to wait for the animal to catch his paw. I embrace you very affec- 
tionately, wishing you a good adaptation to university life and to 
the cordiality of Quebecers. See you soon no doubt. 


Your friend, Jacques 


v 
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Montreal, September 20" Dear Jacques, 


I was a little late in answering you, despite the enthusiasm 
and curiosity that devoured my mind. So how did the operation go? 
Vert well, I hope so! I appreciate your spirit of adventure so much. 
You are a true conquistador: Man as I see him. The world is not 
kind to the weak. So, I'm glad you're trying to be strong. Jacques, 
I must confess it to you here. You are the ideal husband for me. I 
have noticed this through your letters and your successive reac- 
tions. But this excess of virility sometimes worries me. Be careful, 
my dear Jacques. Capricious Fate sometimes amuses itself by pun- 
ishing the best and absolving the worst. I kiss you very affection- 
ately. 


Joélle who thinks of you every day 
v 
Abbotsford, October 21° Dear Joélle, 


If you knew how much your last letter charmed me, you'd 
be the happiest of women yourself. You asked me how Operation 
Retribution was carried out against our rogue fellow student of our 
francophone school. Unfortunately, it wasnt a complete success, 
but I am convinced that the horrible Marius will feel lucky not to 
have started his career on earth with a heavy handicap. Yes! He 
can count himself lucky not to have to pay a huge sum of money for 
the trivial benefits that he never enjoyed. For my part, this whole 
adventure gives me a glimpse of a truth to ponder that the great 
Confucius once said: "He who wishes to take revenge must first 
dig two graves, one for his enemy, and one for himself. Wisdom 
has a hard time entering our minds when we are young. 

While waiting to see you, my dear Joélle, I give you a big 
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hug. 
Jacques 


PS: By the way, here is my new address in case you would be kind 
enough to come and bring me "blood oranges" for the next three 
years. I have always loved "blood oranges" (perhaps my taste for 
criminal puzzles): Mr. Jacques Vinerbi, Matsqui Federal 
Penitentiary, West Wing, Cell 435, Abbotsford, BC, Postal Code: 
V3S 4P3. 

Sorry, dear Joélle, I forgot to tell you! 


POSTES CANADA 


POST 


CANADA 
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13 
High Fidelity. 

e usually attribute our successes to our own intelligence, 

and our failures to the wickedness of others or injustice. 

This is the only way to avoid feeling mortified. I, for one, 

am a happy man and IJ admit that I owe this happiness to 
luck. All my life the goddess Chance whom the Greeks called 
Tyche (Fortune), has greatly guided and spoiled me, and I would 
like to tell you how, on one occasion, she took me under her wing 
to protect me from a faux-pas, a trap of existence, because life can 
sometimes be pitiless towards the poor humans beings that we are. 
Without this incredible luck, I am sure that my life would not have 
taken such a positive look. 

In 1935, I married my current wife, Marianne, the love of my 
life. At that time, Hitler was beginning to utter his demonic rants 
in Europe, but no one could imagine the horrors that would emerge 
from his insane mind!', and the extent to which we too would be 
involved in destroying his Empire of Evil that was to be born from 
his imagination. 

I loved the most extraordinary woman beyond the Rocky 
Mountains, and anyone who would have shown me otherwise 
would have astonished me. Marianne, my girlfriend in this time, 
and I, had been dating for over a year, to the point that we decided 
to get married. Love is so powerful that it transfigures the people 
we love to the point of erasing all discernment. Anyone who 
doesn’t subscribe to this view has probably never "loved passion- 
ately, to the point of losing his mind." The poet Jean Ferrat was 
well aware of this, as he also wished for the advent of the "singing 
tomorrows" advocated by the Soviet System. 


Without having read Mein Kampf who was already 10 years old. 
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v 


On May 28", 1935, I felt that it was becoming urgent for 
Marianne and myself to get married as soon as possible. Don’t im- 
agine that we were putting the cart before the horse and that the 
honor of the family —as the great Enrico Macias would later say— 
was pushing us in the back. No! It was even more banal than that. 
I'd just realised that Chéhérazade, Marianne's sister, who came 
from Quebec for our wedding celebrations, was even more gor- 
geous than my fiancée; bewitchingly beautiful. And when I say 
"mesmerizingly or spellbindingly beautiful" that's exactly what I 
mean: I literally fell into ecstasy while inventorying her beauty... 
stealthily; for I hardly dared to look her in the face. It is true that 
her name borrowed from the Zales of the Arabian Nights has 
enough to awaken in my mind the thrill of Adventure and Love. 
What to do? What can I say? 


The Italian Jiovanni Florio, whom the English appropriated 
by proudly dubbing him William Shakespeare, did indeed suggest 
that, in Love, one should never say "later". The future is made of 
chances, so it is "today that we must pick, what tomorrow will 
wither." Certainly, my future wife was the most extraordinary per- 
son in the region, but I was no longer certain that I could resist a 
seduction attempt that I could believe imminent; a kind of hostage- 
taking, knowing my weakness in the things of love. No matter how 
much I reasoned myself, and convince myself, as a consolation, 
that beauty is ephemeral, and that, in ten years, only that beauty of 
the soul, which characterized her so well, would remain. Nothing 
helped. I thought of my fiancée from morning until night, but, un- 
fortunately, from evening to morning, I had only one obsession, 
her young and beautiful sister Chéhérazade. 


v 


The great ambition of women, wrote Moliére, is to inspire 
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love. Chéhérazade succeeded fully in this without admitting it to 
anyone, for it was not an ideal that conformed to the criteria of 
hard-line feminism, as it then reigned on the bucolic banks of the 
St. Lawrence River. With her bouquet of twenty-three springs, she 
threw first the effervescence into my fragile and tender heart, then 
the overexcitement and, after a few days, the outright panic. Her 
long chestnut hair, lulled by gentle undulations, caressed her porce- 
lain skin; and my quivering cheeks brushed against her with great 
emotion every time I hugged Chéhérazade in my feverish arms. 
Her lips, red as Keresoum cherries, also emphasized and accentu- 
ated the milk complexion of her satiny flesh, urging me on, impe- 
riously, to a mad and unbridled passion. I was thinking of Luis 
Mariano's ardent and romantic love songs: 
"The first evening we walk, 
We dance a tender bolero, 
Then the second we go wild, 
Nothing slows you down, 
We go galloping ... 
We forget everything. 
Under the beautiful sky of Mexico City, we go crazy..." 


Ah! He knew so well how to delight the hearts of women! 
And when the incomparable Chéhérazade —delicious as a raspberry 
tart— took me in her arms to say goodbye, it was with despair that 
I heard her beautiful lips, ripe like spring fruits, kissing in vain the 
indifferent air. 


As soon as I met her, her immense charm seemed to have 
taken possession of my most unspoken fantasies. The tips of her 
cheeky breasts looked straight into my eyes, whispering the words, 
the very words of the chocolate woman': "Two hazelnuts, Crac! 
Crac! You eat them!" It was incredibly realistic! I loved Marianne 
with passion and it was she with whom I wanted to spend my life, 


| eThe song La femme chocolat, by Olivia Blanc-Ruiz. 
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but every fiber of my body seemed bewitched by the presence of 
her sister, not to marry her but for anything else that I dared not 
confess. I would have liked to have guessed her deep feelings to- 
wards me. In the irises of her azure blue eyes, I hoped to be able to 
read as in the lines of a hand, her feelings towards me. Vain hopes! 


One day, I was sleeping in the shade of a mouth-watering 
peach tree, when she arrived unexpectedly. But instead of opening 
my eyes to greet her with a sentence of kindness, I remained mo- 
tionless in a false sleep. My eyelids widened imperceptibly, and 
between my protective eyelashes I secretly observed her by simu- 
lating a deep nap. What I am experiencing fills me with shock. The 
beautiful Chéhérazade unclipped her shirt to let her already gener- 
ously expressive neckline yawn. She revealed her bust and placed 
it at an advantageous angle by scrutinizing me out of the corner of 
my eye, believing that I would soon wake up: 


—She's trying to seduce me! How can she betray her sister, when 
she claims to love her more than anything? 


I took advantage of the anonymity of my situation to observe 
her carefully. She was fascinating... in the etymological sense!. I 
felt like a warlord scanning the terrain of an upcoming military 
maneuver. The exquisite arch of her back, curved before harmoni- 
ously taking volume in the fleshy Golden Delicious curvatures of 
her lumbar area. At the bottom of her back, the dimples of Venus” 
peeked out over the triangle of her orange-apricot bikini. The very 
next night, my mind stubbornly tried to draw geometric counter- 
curves in what shrinks and obstetricians call Michaelis' Diamond. 
I had learned this at the University of Cambridge (UK) where a few 
rumpology courses had convinced me that the Brits didn’t always 


eEtymology of the adjective Fascinating: said of a beauty causing an erection, derived from fascinum, fascini, 
common noun meaning virile member (Phallus = Fascinus) [Dictionnaire Gaffiot latin-frangais, 1934] online, 
p.654. 


? eAlso say Salt Shakers of Venus for gourmets or Sacroilliac dimples for gluttons. 
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navigate in pure sciences’. At that time, I had even considered con- 
tinuing these singular studies to settle in London, as a qualified 
rumpologist, member in good standing of the RBRA (Royal British 
Rumpology Association). If we believe the online media, famous peo- 
ple practice this profession to fill the overwhelming void of their 
lives*. Anyway, after a few moments of floating, the amazing 
Chéhérazade swivelled round again to face me. As soon as the 
gooseberry blouse had revealed the striking curves of her bust, my 
pupils must have dilated inexplicably and given the alarm to the 
chaste scruples of my future sister-in-law, for I saw her gaze sud- 
denly turn away, as if under a puff of modesty. Was it a genuine 
embarrassment or a coquetry displayed to save appearances (and 
tease at the same time)? She partially covered her chest. 

—Oh my goodness, I thought you were sleeping! she exclaimed 
when I opened my eyes wide. 

—I was asleep, indeed! I lied. 


v 


On three occasions, during the fortnight that lasted the mate- 
rial preparation of our wedding, I was subjected to an incessant 
onslaught of seduction from the gorgeous, the beautiful, the mag- 
nificent Chéhérazade, when I was spend a few hours at my fian- 
cée’s home, where I was waiting for her return from work. Was 
Chéhérazade jealous of her sister? Did she want to prove to herself 
that no man was able to resist her imperious charm? She seemed 
to be enslaved by compulsive impulses, to an irresistible need for 
all-azimuths seduction, in which Freud would presumably have di- 
agnosed obsessive phobic neuroses from early childhood. As far as 
I was concerned, I saw only an annoying irritation, because I loved 
Marianne and if my infuriating sister-in-law managed to overcome 


1 eRumpology or bottom reading is a pseudoscience akin to physiognomy, performed by examining 
crevices, dimples, warts, moles and folds of a person's buttocks . 

? eFor example, in 2010, the online newspaper Week in Weird ran the headline: "Rumpology: 
Sylvester Stallone's psychic mom reads fortunes from your a..." 
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my resistance, I would lose the object of my Love for a fleeting 
moment of voluptuousness, certainly fabulous, but so brief. 

Chéhérazade, on the other hand, would undoubtedly make 
two irreducible enemies for the rest of her life: myself and her own 
sister Marianne. Despite this danger, she persisted in bewitching 
me, hypnotizing me with a stubborn charm that made my life very 
hard, during the day but especially at night when the will softens 
and abdicates. My dreams were thus populated by gorgeous 
Chéhérazades who woke me up to overcome my loyalty, with as 
much obstinacy as the courtesans of Nursia once strove to seduce 
the good Saint Benedict to tame his obstinacy and annihilate his 
unshakable Virtue. 

Every day I anchored myself in my righteousness but every 
night I wished to renounce my fidelity, convincing myself that it 
was the only opportunity before my marriage, the only chance to 
savour the sublime pleasure that the stunning Chéhérazade appar- 
ently wished to offer me. But, against my will, the Good always 
prevailed. My iron will ( which I cursed deep inside) always had 
the upper hand, frustrating me with this ultimate voluptuousness. 
Of course, I held out but I was exhausted, crying out silently for 
this marriage with Marianne which chained me in an infinite suf- 
fering; for in my old-archaic Virtue, love was to be consumed only 
after marriage, like sweet wine with dessert. Dany Brillant would 
probably have sung a refrain like: 

"I have lost my soul since I saw Marianne, 
But I look sullen thanks to Chéhérazade!» 

The penultimate day finally arrived before the great celebra- 
tion. There I was, unable to get out of the way to protect myself 
from a misstep. During the afternoon, Chéhérazade gave me a 
slight sign inviting me to follow her. She climbed briskly up the 
spiral of oak staircase, and... I followed her quickly, fascinated by 
her two sacro-illiac dimples that alternately swayed just above the 
orange-apricot line of her adorable bikini. They seemed to blink 
like inviting eyes. "What does she want from me?" thought I. "Has 
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she decided to play all out?" | hoped for it while dreading it. Ah! 
How cruel life is when you have to make a choice! Because you 
must always give up all other options. 

As soon as she entered her room, she gave way to me and 
closed the door behind: 

—Narcisse, she said, holding out her arms to me. Tomorrow you 
will be married for eternity. Today is our last day. 

I remained petrified like the statue of Sainte-Anne-de- 
Beaupré in its giant shell. 

—Come on, Narcisse! If you are ready for this adventure, let us 
surrender our flesh to the ultimate love. 

The ambiguity of her sentence, the mysterious velvetiness of 
her voice, her Persian blue eyes, her so fascinating body; every- 
thing about her paralyzed me. I was like a cobra charmed by the 
flute of its bewitcher. And suddenly I heard a little, almost muffled 
inner voice, a voice that was perhaps the frightened voice of my 
conscience: "Narcisse, stop! You are an impostor, a renegade! 
You're running to your doom!" But another more convincing one 
cut: "Let's see, Narcissus, don't be an idiot! This is your last 
chance!" My brain seemed to have lost all control. My legs were 
running by themselves. They were only obeying to... to whom? I 
didn’t know... God only knows! Then my stupid and broken brain, 
which was only trying to save the essentials, shouted at me. "J knew 
it was going to happen, Narcissus. I knew it! At least, Narcissus, 
go get acondom in your car; to avoid the worst!" 


Terrified by panic, I suddenly turned around, opened the door 
with in one swift movement, ran down the stairs four by four burst 
into the outside parking lot where my Nissan was waiting, unaware 
of the tragedy its owner was going through. It was then that the 
sound of applause brought me out of my daze. My fiancée and my 
future in-laws were waiting for me, laughing with happiness. My 
dear Marianne fell into my arms, and I heard my father-in-law ex- 
claim with conviction: 
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—My dear Narcisse, you’ve passed your entrance exam with flying 
colours and honors. Welcome to our family. From now on, we will 
always trust you! 

Fortunately, Marianne held me tightly against her, and her 
deep kiss caught the lie that was about to come out of my lips. 


"Aunt Jacqueline was gorgeous, beautiful as a summer day; so beautiful that Uncle Eugene mar- 
ried her after 40 days, for it had not taken him 40 minutes to love her like crazy and ask for her 
hand." 
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13- 
Aunt Jacqueline 


"| Whey were four dusty old men, worn out by a never-ending 
I life. They used to meet almost every day on the White Rock 

beach; at least when low tide gave them a few hectares of 
basaltic sand. Three men and a woman. They sat next to each other 
on one of the drift logs brought by the rising tide, one of those logs 
escaped from the sawn rafts to the high seas, and which wisely 
returned to lie on one of the many beaches of the Strait Juan-de- 
Fuca, like vacationers. 

These four patriarchs seemed as fragile as sparrows on an 
electric wire in the cold of spring. They had lived in this small 
seaside resort since it was founded at the very beginning of the 
twentieth century, when the land that is now worth its weight in 
gold (twenty times more than the houses they bear) were 
distributed free of charge, as a bonus, to Vancouverites who 
subscribed to BC Magazine. 

They liked to evoke memories of bygone times, like most old 
people who dread the turn the modern world is taking. But memory 
is uncertain and often nebulous. Memories, mischievous, like to 
send out a mocking "Hello there!" out of our age-weary brains, 
then immediately vanish into a cloud of oblivion, never to reappear. 
Sometimes, a detail or an anecdote would emerge from these jour- 
neys in amnesia, like a fish skimming the surface of the lake. The 
old man would then pounce on the opportunity to seize it and fix it 
in reality as with a lepidopterophile’s pin. 

v 

One sunny afternoon in July, shortly after our national holi- 

day, one of the patriarchs asked for silence to tell the story of one 
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of his ancestors, as told to him by his grandmother. 

—This is my aunt Jacqueline's story, he began. She was beautiful 
like a summer day, gorgeous as life; so beautiful that Uncle Eugene 
married her after 40 days, for it hadn’t taken him 40 minutes to 
love her like crazy and ask for her hand. Driven by the powerful 
hormones of youth, Eugene had the busty figure of his beautiful 
Jacqueline tattooed on his strong pectoral muscles. 

Finally, he had 40 years to repent of this impetuosity. She 
was so attractive, so stunning! To flatter her, a gallant had told her 
that 95% of men were willing to stumble in their marital loyalty to 
have the delicious privilege of spending a few unforgettable mo- 
ments with her. Jacqueline had, it seems, come to think of herself 
as a delicious prey, coveted by all the burning eyes that came to 
caress her spine. His mother, on the other hand, who knew that 
beauty is as ephemeral as a sand castle assaulted by the equinox 
tide, had taught her not to squander this unique opportunity, to seek 
in all these hypnotized glances the one who promised the greatest 
commitment, the greatest security, that is to say, in inelegant prose, 
the one with the most generous wallet. She wanted the one for 
whom her daughter would sacrifice her Virtue to be the man of her 
life, and she trembled that she would inadvertently grant it to a 
small-minded rascal with no stature, no future, like a failed invest- 
ment. "You might as well, said his mother, who had an irrefutable 
practical sense of rustic commoner, throw your hymen to the nettles 
as do so many girls, beautiful but unconscious!" 

Other times, other customs, today well gone, because the Vir- 
tue of yesteryear is no longer even an admired quality but the target 
of the most sordid quips. 


v 


This authentic story, the old man continued, took place in 
1865. I do not certify the details of this account that may have been 
a little exaggerated. Because, as our poet from Natashquan, Gilles 
Vigneault, said so brilliantly: J magnify the features a little so that 
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we can see them from afar. Eugene, the one chosen by the evil 
Destiny to become the unfortunate husband of Jacqueline, was 
therefore the second son of the mill of New Westminster in New 
Caledonia! which is now called the Canadian province of British 
Columbia. The British colonial government had insisted that the 
adjective British be included in the name of this new province to 
emphasize in the minds of countless American gold seekers that 
Canada was not prepared to allow itself to be annexed as the south- 
western United States had been at the expense of Mexico. 

In any case, it was the eldest who inherited the mill. So, Eu- 
gene went into insurance. With such a profession not conducive to 
a sedentary and calm life, he was always on the brink, along bumpy 
roads, by hills and valleys; and God knows how adequate the ex- 
pression is in this province tormented by mountain blisters, raised 
under the unimaginable pressure of the Pacific tectonic plate. To 
make a long story short, he was always away from home. Jacquel- 
ine felt lonely at home. Women did not work outside the home in 
those ancestral times. Her husband would have felt disgraced if she 
had been forced into a job, as the neighbors would have thought 
that he was not able to provide for the well-being of his family. 
Alone and idle, Jacqueline bitterly regretted having granted this 
fool the only thing she could no longer replace: her beauty, cer- 
tainly, but also the proof of her integrity. She could not even, clos- 
ing her eyes, breathe the nostalgic perfume of the escapades of her 
adolescence that she had been careful not to commit in her too 
chaste youth. She understood why her cousin always told her to 
"pick the roses of life today"... to encourage her not to let her spring 
bouquet fade. These irreplaceable flowers, you have to smell them 
and love them when they are fresh and beautiful! 

To encourage her to take advantage of her fleeting youth, he 


New Caledonia [Caledonia = Scotland in Latin] was the name of the territory that today corresponds to part of 
the Canadian province of British Columbia between 1846 and 1886. Indeed, in 1846, the Oregon Treaty divided 
the vast Oregon Territory between the United States [mostly] and Canada; and, in 1871, New Caledonia and the 
colony of Vancouver Island entered the Canadian Confederation to form the Province of British Columbia. 
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had carved for her in the language he loved a poem that I cannot 
help but quote in these lines: 
To you, Jacqueline, the Leap of Life 


He walked slowly, entangled in his skis, 

Ina hurry to finally reach the slope and escape. 
He noticed nothing, nor the exquisite valleys, 
Nor the sky, dotted with sweet illusions. 

In his back lay the invisible procession 
Whose dotted steps, smaller and smaller, 

Were lost forever in the snowy horizon 
With an uncertain, grayish and indecisive outline. 
Arrived at the top of the steep track, 

Eager to run, he locked his boards, 

And beat violently with his sharp sticks, 

The hard ground that pitched his white rump under him. 
The increasing speed exhilarated him with pleasure; 
A wind of freedom stinged his cheeks cold. 

He could finally live, fulfill his desires, 

Enjoy his happiness and please his tastes. 

He laughed in the wind, voluptuously, 

When he lives at the very bottom of the cursed track, 
A fatal dark chasm that opened wide 
His terrible jaw with a granite rictus. 

As soon as he sobered up, the man wanted to stop; 
But its speed grew instead of slowing down. 
Irresistibly, the slope dragged him 
Towards the abyss where death would annihilate him. 
Eyes fixed with terror on the gaping abyss, 

The man realized he had to die. 
Dizzyingly, towards his ultimate Destiny 
He glided without hope, without a buoy to grasp. 
Then the cold dug wrinkles in his skin. 
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And frost and fear whiten his hair. 

The effort hunched his back as if under a burden 
And his hand shuddered with a nervous tremor. 
The slope, so long seen from above, had fled 
Immediately like a dream. He lives again in a dream 
His endless youth, all those days and nights, 
Then the exhilarating but brief maturity. 

But death was waiting, its mouth wide open. 
He straightened his forehead to die with dignity. 
And stared at his executioner, whose inert figure 
With a cry of horror, ended his torment. 


Flattered, the young woman congratulated him out of kind- 
ness but did not really grasp the symbolism of these unconven- 
tional sentences. 

Like most of us, Jacqueline turned fifty without even realiz- 
ing it; after that, it was too late. She had "arrived at the top of the 
steep track" of her life, as Eugene had so poetically evoked. She 
tumbled suddenly in old age and time began to flee without looking 
back, as if he had wanted to taunt the unfortunate woman. Alt- 
hough she lied to herself, her memory could no longer keep up with 
the leak of her date of birth, which she shamelessly amputated by 
months and then years, hoping that no one would realize the de- 
ception. But if she deceived everyone, she could not delude herself, 
and, in her bitterness, the regrets, the consuming frustrations in- 
duced her to eat everything that came to hand, and her body began 
to weigh down disproportionately. And as if that were not enough 
(or rather as a result of this overweight), she metamorphosed into 
a horribly cantankerous gorgon. A proverb says: It is better to 
marry a spouse devoid of beauty. At least she will not change. If 
you marry a gorgeous woman, you marry two. Jacqueline became 
very demanding, very frustrated. She was obsessively haunted by 
the illusion that she could have married a better party and that this 
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mistake of choice had generated this endless series of frustrations 
and overwhelming obesity. 

Eugene, for his part, consoled himself by cynically trying to 
convince himself that her overweight would banish her from this 
world in the medium term. In addition, she had started drinking, 
because a friend who represented in Canada the wines of Burgundy, 
had assured her that burgundy cures obesity. She had even been 
assured that she could eat to satiety, she who was never satiated. 
Candid, she had wanted to believe it. We always like to rely on 
those who flatter our vices and weaknesses. Isn't it less odious to 
dig our grave with a fork than with a shovel? 

Jacqueline still lived sixty winters. She then looked as old as 
a dolmen whose rustic forms she had adopted. When she finally 
left this world against which she had moaned so much, it was im- 
possible to find her a suitable coffin. Even the regional crematoria 
proved too narrow for a possible incineration solution. This was 
perhaps the ultimate humiliation she witnessed from the uncertain 
Beyond! A carpenter had to hastily make her a large wooden white 
box to serve as her last carriage on the misty roads of Eternity. A 
charitable historian tried to alleviate the family humiliation by re- 
calling that Queen Anne of England herself had had to fly to her 
Journey-Without-Return in a crate barely more ornamented. But it 
doesn't matter what the carriage is as long as you have the trip. 

The summer season was quite hot that year and embalming 
was not yet a widespread practice at the end of the Civil War!, even 
though the embalmers' lobby had managed to bribe enough Repub- 
lican Congressmen to make mandatory this useless and retrograde 
practice, since it comes to us from the ancient Egyptians. 


v 


‘Nt was during the Civil War that the bodies of Americans began to be "embalmed" to avoid putrefaction before 
returning to the families of soldiers killed in action. Under pressure from the lobbies of the thanatopraxic industry 
who passed restrictive laws, the custom spread to the United States, Canada, England and Europe. 
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Ten years later, the tattooed silhouette of gorgeous Jacquel- 
ine, sketched over Eugene's pectoral muscles, had crumpled, with- 
ered, and wrinkled like the skin of the man who wore it, when he 
died. To make room for her husband, Jacqueline's bulky body had 
to be moved. The parish priest and several official witnesses from 
the family and from the municipality came, in accordance with the 
village tradition, to witness the lifting and transfer of her body. It 
was first necessary to open the large box that served as a coffin, to 
recognize the corpse and ensure that there was no error on the per- 
son or at least on what was left of Jacqueline. After that, the casket 
would be closed and moved. Such was the custom at that time. It 
was suspected that, in all probability, only a few disparate bones 
would remain, after a ten-year stay in soil as waterlogged as that 
of this Pacific province of Canada, someone suggested that Eu- 
gene's bones and few clothes that had not yet been reduced to dust 
should be grouped together in Eugene's coffin. She who was once 
so obsessed with the slightest dust had to face the facts: there is no 
escape, even in case of cremation! 

Due to Alzheimer's disease (that was not yet afflicted with 
this barbaric name) with which Uncle Eugene was decaying, he 
had totally forgotten the hell he had suffered with his wife, and he 
had demanded in his will that their two skeletons remains be reu- 
nited in the same coffin in order to enjoy the rest of eternity in the 
arms of the one he had loved so much during the very first weeks 
of his marital union. He had read Notre-Dame de Paris in its com- 
plete version, and Quasimodo's desperate love for Esmeralda had 
moved him to the point that he promised to replicate their behavior 
in death. The dreadful illness had at least had the good taste to erase 
from his mind, intermittently, the memories of the perpetual and 
exuberant tantrums of his gorgeous Jacqueline, who had, in his 
poor mind, rediscovered the charming amuiability, the slenderness 
and the grace of her first twenty years. 

Now, there he was the good Eugene, finally cured forever of 
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his incurable disease, in his gaping coffin, behind the Officials of 
the municipal administration who looked fearful and somewhat un- 
comfortable, while the old alcoholic gravedigger tried to tear out 
the rusty nails that groaned in horrible and sinister creaks. The car- 
penter finally lifted the flat lid of the large, white wooden box 
which served as Jacqueline's coffin, and tilted it with a big crash to 
one side. Those present watched in silence, motionless as statues, 
their hands flat on their cheeks and noses, in a kind of mute prayer 
coupled with a mock defense against the macabre apparition. Even 
if after ten years, there was little chance that the appearance and 
the stench could reveal the slightest human presence. But the sight 
that was offered to all was horrible. Contrary to all speculation, the 
corpse had not been reduced to a skeleton. We could first see that 
Jacqueline's mouth remained overly open in a terrible cry for help. 
Her hands were in upwards position, as for pushing back the lid. 
The white wood, inside, bore the marks of deep scratches. 

My aunt Jacqueline had been buried alive, as were probably 
many patients in a state of deep cataleptic coma. 


4 


Thus died my aunt Jacqueline, concludes the patriarch, while 
the other three old men shuddered with horror wondering if they 
should not be buried with a mobile phone in case the same misfor- 
tune struck them too. 


y 
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-14- 
The clown. 

/ veryone regarded Lucien as a tireless practical joker, an 
| adorable prankster, a clown always unsatisfied in his 
need to delight any audience. He would sometimes tell 
for hours the pranks and tricks he had played to those 
around him. Making people laugh was no longer even a choice for 
him, but a vital need. This is how he felt alive! This irresistible 
need to make jokes possessed him with strength. As soon as he 
went a few hours without jokes, an indefinable discomfort seized 
him, like a drug addict invaded by symptoms of cravings , of 
withdrawal, and possessed by a lack of alkaloids. The boredom 
quickly turned into despondency and then overwhelm, and all he 
had to do was to feel the emptiness growing within him to see the 

grimacing mask of a merciless depression appear. 

Faced with this always unsatisfied need to "buffoon" and 
play tricks, Lucien had several times consulted doctors of body and 
mind. They explained that, in his joking efforts, one of the glands 
in his brain produced a lot of endorphins, a chemical similar to 
opium that masked pain through a natural painkiller. This instilled 
in him a feeling of great happiness, total fullness, and integral well- 
being. In reality, faced with this need to always make people laugh, 
Lucien felt very vulnerable to depression. He didn't want to be a 
sad clown who ended up making those who love him sob. A shrink 
explained to him that, through physical exercise, he had to con- 
stantly stimulate his pituitary gland and hypothalamus which pro- 
duce the hormone of happiness. 

In addition to the sport he practiced happily, Lucien had to, 
every day, imagine jokes and good tricks that he hastened to play 
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to his entourage. Such was his survival drug, as he called his natu- 
ral antidepressants. This had attracted kindness and even tender- 
ness from all the beings who populated his environment, because 
his jokes were never mean. 

Yet, at nineteen, he had had a strange dream. A tramp had 
come to him to ask for alms. He initially refused because he be- 
lieved that everyone should earn their money by the sweat of their 
brow. But the vagabond had said to him: 

—Do you want to know who I am, Lucien?" 
—Yes... Yes of course! Who are you? 
—I am a being you know well... I am... yourself in your old age. 

This idea had blown a wind of panic in his heart! He had 
given him a toonie coin. 


v 


At the age of twenty, Lucien was attending Simon Fraser 
University's Surrey campus, a glass tower that enlightened this 
suburb of Vancouver, bordering the United States, with his pres- 
ence and knowledge. He lived in a small house on Avenue 0, a lit- 
tle-used thoroughfare that ran along the US border without a spe- 
cific name. This border was only a simple ditch fifty centimeters 
deep. Nothing to do with the Steel Wall that today serves as an 
impassable wall along the Rio Grande, to prevent Mexicans and 
the entire Hispanic world from finding refuge in this country sup- 
posed to generously welcome all the misery of the world as 
claimed by the Statue of Liberty, which was born, it is true, in the 
country of Human Rights!. 

It was at SFU, between two lectures, that Lucien befriended 
a student named Gertrude, an Italian-Swiss of his age. She pos- 
sessed the freshness and beauty of youth, but one could guess that 
the ruthless overweight was keeping a jealous and hopeful eye on 
her already plump body, like a lioness on her prey, with a kind of 


| This ideal was modified in 2020 by the United States Government to stop receiving refugees. 
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cruel jealousy, to prevent her from tasting the happiness of being 
thin and slender. 

Lucien and Gertrude socialized, much to the surprise of their 
classmates. Lucien, so daring with everyone, seemed uneasy and 
embarrassed when he walked with her. Gertrude's parents ex- 
plained to her that this was often the case for the most turbulent 
beings who seemed to fall into a paralyzing shyness when they 
were in front of the eyes of a single person, and especially before 
the gaze of the being for whom they had strong feelings. This ex- 
planation reassured Gertrude a little, obsessed with her own ap- 
pearance and always surprised to be able to charm a boy. She was 
not far from thinking, like the comedian Groucho Marx, that a "boy 
she would charm, would not deserve her attention!." 

Always fearful and scrupulous, Gertrude accepted Sunday 
hikes with Lucien. Their first outing was to Granville Island. They 
spent an exquisite, if exhausting, day visiting this old hippy district, 
buying a baguette of bread and French charcuterie to eat on the go 
by the water. What a beautiful day! Then came the amazing Star 
Ball of Science World with all its scientific experiments. The fol- 
lowing Sunday, Gertrude trembled like a maple leaf in autumn as 
she crossed the Capilano Suspension Bridge. After which the Mu- 
seum of Anthropology showed her that the Amerindians had pop- 
ulated the region several millennia before the whites. She also dis- 
covered, to her surprise, that the natives owned slaves long before 
the arrival of Europeans, because, regardless of civilization, the 
rich lazy have always had the poor do their work, paying them as 
little as possible... or not at all! One Sunday, they walked around 
Stanley Park along its waterfront. On another occasion, they wan- 
dered into an exhibition of popular paintings, contemplating the 
cartoonists-caricaturists; Another time, it was the aquarium... 

Life was good. Sometimes Lucien took Gertrude's hand and 


1 pee: : . 
Groucho said it about social clubs: "I would never choose a social club that stooped to accept me as a member." 
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so they went, nose in the Pacific wind, hand in hand, like two lov- 
ers, like Queen Victoria in the company of her lover and bodyguard 
Abdul Karim. She felt that, in her heart, feelings blossomed like 
wildflowers, even as she continued to doubt that she could be loved. 
One afternoon, Lucien kissed her on the lips. Oh no! Not a long, 
deep kiss like in Hollywood movies. Not a gluttonous kiss like two 
hungry mouths trying to devour each other as in Bry-sur-Marne 
films, but a kiss, so light, so airy, that it could only be affectionate 
and gallant. 

It was only the following month that Lucien decided to tell 
his friend: 

—Gertrude, I'd like to invite you to my house tonight. I prepared a 
small, intimate meal with Champagne. 

She immediately agreed. She had thought long and hard 
about this possibility, and, after careful consideration, had decided 
to accept an evening with him. Now she knew him well and trusted 
him absolutely. She was still a virgin at eighteen and felt a bit like 
an outdated and obsolete neglect. She had, on several occasions, 
heard girls her age mock viciously all those who had, voluntarily 
or not, preserved this tradition. They spoke of themselves with con- 
descension. Some wanton women took revenge on Gertrude's vir- 
tuous morgue, as the illustrious Fyodor Dostoevsky put it. 

& 

On Friday 28" evening, Lucien drove Gertrude home. She 
trembled with excitement and anguish, but Heaven! How happy 
she was! He himself seemed deeply moved, and as a result he made 
several blunders (spilling sauce, lemonade, and coffee) during the 
sumptuous meal she strove to enjoy despite her reluctance for the 
overly lavish love feast that gave her cold sweats for her silhouette. 

Upon entering, she saw that the table was set. Two beautiful 
Limoge porcelain plates. Everything was clean. Lucien lit the red 
candles on top of the silver candlestick he had bought at a second- 
hand dealer. She contemplated, in the greatest silence, the flames 
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that came to dance in the eyes of her Lucien too embarrassed to 
risk the slightest joke. His lips smiled. Neither of them breathed a 
word, so moved and even anguished were they by the evening that 
was about to follow. Would she be up to the task? Worry gnawed 
at her. She had spent several hours at the library sifting through 
specialized books, looking for advice on how to do and how to be- 
have most appropriately. She had even visited a website but had 
closed everything suddenly, ready to vomit. She absolutely had to 
be up to this first try! 

Lucien was no less worried as he prepared the two plates of 
appetizers and the minced steaks on a bed of muslin puree. He had 
already cut his teeth with a girlfriend who, as a pleasure, had 
passed on a rash to him. Since that moment, he had almost taken a 
vow of chastity, so much this kind of herpes had frightened him 
with its itching, fever and migraines. Then the pimples had gradu- 
ally disappeared, and Lucien thought he had been definitively for- 
gotten by evil. What mess will he get into tonight? He really had a 
knack for creating insoluble problems for himself! 

The meal closed with a portion of apple pie, he gently kissed 
Gertrude on the forehead and religiously brought her to his bed- 
room. She trembled like a leaf, and so did he, for they both knew 
that their evening would undoubtedly mark them for life. It was 
twenty-two o'clock. He whispered to her, in a breath, to undress 
completely and lie down on the bed, after switching off the light. 
She was reassured by this, as the rare but unattractive bulges of her 
body left her very inhibited. She was so afraid of displeasing the 
man she already loved with a passion that would undoubtedly crys- 
tallize tonight in his arms! 

—I'll be right back. I'm going to undress. Do not turn on the light. 
We're going to love each other in the dark. 

—Okay! she replied, very reassured by this initiative, which eased 
her anxieties a little. 

Lucien really showed a rare delicacy. She waited, sweating 
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her fear under the sheet she had pulled at her. Suddenly she heard 
the door opening. Her darling's voice asked her in a breath: 

—Are you ready? 

— Yes, Iam! she replied. 

In the impressive silence that served as a singular atmosphere 
in total darkness, she discerned a brush, a slip... His Lucien groped 
in a rustle approach. He arrived at the head of the bed: 

—I'll take off the sheet! he whispered. 
—Yes! 

She felt the fresh air caressing her body and suddenly a blind- 
ing light invaded the space... And, as if in a nightmare, she saw that 
the room was full of hilarious faces. The students of her class 
laughed loudly as a few flashes crackled. An absolute horror! 


v 


A month later, Lucien was lying on his bed, when suddenly 
his light came on violently. It reminded him of his last evening with 
Gertrude, when he himself had pressed the electrical switch in his 
room. He heard the small steel window of the peephole slam. That 
was the noise the guard made before opening his door every hour 
to check that the new inmates at Abbotsford Penitentiary were not 
trying to escape their punishment by taking refuge in death. 
—Are you okay, Lucien? 

—Yes! Finally... It could be better, though! 

—You'll see; six years in prison goes by relatively quickly. With 
"remission of sentence", if you behave well, you will only do four! 
Keep courage, Lucien! 

—Thank you, Sir! 

It was his last "joke". But he never recovered, and, thus 
marked by the fate of bad boys who had been stigmatized by prison, 
roughed up by sturdy fellows and raped by perverse inmates in 
need, he ended his days in the fields and woods. This lifestyle 
sounds very bucolic by the thought of picnicking or camping in the 
great outdoors, but, believe me, it is not. One always end up in a 
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ditch, half devoured by rats and scavengers. Until his death he re- 
membered the tramp who had once said to him: "J am yourself, 
when you are old!" Perhaps he was telling that to everyone, just to 
stimulate their generosity! 

As for Gertrude, she never wanted to hear about male love 
again. However, she gave birth to two children... by artificial in- 
semination. 


"In May 1940, Marius Hautberg was allowed to spend a few brief days of leave with his wife, on 
the occasion of the birth of his daughter Marie-France." [ 
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-15- 
The farewell party 


leaders and its outcasts, its marginalized and its privileged, 

its parasites and its exploited. Evangeline really had no luck 
in life. At only fourteen years old, she had already tasted the worst 
that a child can suffer. On the day she turned five, she had learned 
that her parents, her dear parents whom she believed were forever 
wed, were going to separate. She was used to the endless 
arguments that, at home, really served as a family soundscape. Her 
mother, Louise, felt deeply dissatisfied with her role as a mother 
and housewife. She rightly thought that her intelligence could 
contribute much better to the functioning of society. As for Gerald, 
her father, he spent his time complaining about his work, his 
superiors who abused their power, and his subordinates who 
resigned themselves only reluctantly to his authority. A 
psychologist full of ingenuity, avant-gardist in the wacky, had 
advised his parents to reverse their roles for the good of all. The 
mother had therefore found a job that fully satisfied her. The father, 
for his part, began to clean the house, and —with several 
cookbooks- tried to develop some culinary talent. 

The exchange was very successful. Everyone felt happy. 
Every evening, the mother reported to her husband the gossip of 
her office, as he himself did before. He, in turn, told her about the 
new episode of the afternoon soap opera that she had faithfully 
followed for years. Thus, the family found calm and stability for 
some time. 


(Cisse represent microcosms of our society, with its 


When their friends learned of the reversal of traditional roles, 
they were amused and surprised. Louise's mother teased her son- 
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in-law by calling him: "The houseman", or "the emperor of the 
home"... This seemed to amuse Gerald who strove to perform all 
household and family chores with great care, helped the children 
with homework and trained them to study their memorizations. He 
also repaired the car or their washing machine when necessary. 


"January is coming. As the snow fell in abundance, Marie-Justine built a large snowman in the 
middle of the small clearing." [Strange Friendship ] 


Summer arrived with its dazzling sunshine. Gerald began to 
spend his afternoons mowing the lawn, sunbathing or watching 
television. He even found time to take Evangeline to the beach or 
piano lessons. Imperceptibly, As she arrived home tired every night, 
Louise began to no longer find this family situation very funny. 
Some of her friends ironically threw at her with some phrases such 
as: "I do not know how you can do, Louise, to keep a husband who 
allows himself to be maintained by his wife. I would have quickly 
thrown this lazy basterd out." At first, these poisonous remarks left 
Evangeline's mother indifferent. But, in the long run, they ended 
up undermining her fragile happiness. She felt exploited once 
again by life and by those around her. 


Relations between Evangeline's parents quickly deteriorated, 
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so much so that, on her fifth birthday, the distraught girl was told 
that her family would break up like the ice floe of the St Lawrence 
Golf under the mild spring wind. The divorce judge granted the 
mother custody of the child and the house. The father was expelled, 
he had to settle elsewhere. The judge then turned to Gerald and 
said: 


—I am granting a thousand dollars a month to your ex-wife, for 
the maintenance of your daughter Evangeline! 


And to everyone's surprise, Gerald exclaimed: 


—Thank you, Judge. I very much appreciate your generosity! I 
promise you that myself, when I find a job, I'll try to give her 
something! 


Everyone was then shaken by a general and irrepressible 
laughter, including several couples in the corridor long column, 
waiting for the judge-executor to cut their marital knot with a 
simple word. The judge was the first to regain his composure. He 
demanded silence, threatening to evacuate the Court if the agitation 
persisted. Everyone fell silent, lest everyone's divorce be delayed 
for a few more days. 


4 


For Evangeline, now without a father or a reference person, 
life was going to take on a totally unexpected face. With a new 
companion in the house, happiness totally left the girl's heart. Then 
the arguments soon started up again. When she was eight years old, 
her mother told her with a happy smile that she was going to have 
another father. His name was Andrew. He had two sons, Charles, 
13, and Albert, 16. 


The idea of having a new father left her indifferent, as she 
was used to it. Certainly, she would have preferred her own daddy. 
But that wass the way it was! Adults are more concerned with their 
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own pleasure than their children’s interests. 


As for Albert and Charles, Evangeline was happy to have 
two older brothers who would defend her against the evil comrades. 
But soon she realized that she had to be even more wary of them 
than of her false friends. Only her school counsellor heard of this 
delicate subject. Some contact was made with her mother Louise, 
but she evaded the issue, claiming that only the girl’s imagination 
had forged these tales. She didn't want to undermine her new 
household. She preferred to sacrifice her own daughter. 


The Counsellor therefore put Evangeline's file in the drawer 
of oblivion. 


v 


When she reached the right age, Evangeline came into my 
classroom. She was a tall, skinny and slender girl, kind and hard- 
working but totally rejected by her classmates. An immense need 
for paternal affection drove her irresistibly towards her teacher. No 
one could stand her dirty hair. She immediately became the pariah 
that no one wanted as a neighbor; let alone as a friend. All around 
her was emptiness. They pulled out their desks. People moved 
away from her. 


&e 


One day, the professor was notified of her departure. Her 
parents were moving to the Province of Saskatchewan for 
employment reasons. 


—So, you're going to leave us. We will miss you, said the teacher 
in charity. How about you? Will you miss this class? 


—Uh... Yes... somewhat, Evangeline replied to reciprocate the 
teacher’s kindness. 
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—Friday will be your last day here, Evangeline. What would you 
like to do as a farewell that afternoon? You decide: a farewell 
dance party? an art competition? an excursion? a picnic at Holly's 
Park? What do you choose, Evangeline? 


The girl thought for a moment and then replied, her eyes 
shining with happiness: 


—I would like a... a farewell dance party! 


4 


Friday arrived. At my request, some of my pupils had put up 
and stretched garlands of multicoloured paper. A poster wished 
Evangeline good luck in her new Saskatchewan environment. 


Deep down, the teacher was happy to see her leaving. This 
would give her the chance to start on a new foot in a brand new 
class. She could make friends. This age is cruel and merciless. Her 
early school years in the same French Immersion group, were sub- 
jected to the same prejudices. That had already had a rather harm- 
ful influence by hindering balanced psychological development. 


At 1 o'clock finally opened the sockhop' farewell party and 
the last moments of Evangeline in this class. She had put on a 
pretty red dress with white polka dots, and was waiting, her eyes 
full of hope and wonder, for a Prince Charming to come and make 
her dance. Sitting at his desk, the teacher watched with concern all 
those teenage girls fluttering around the few boys bold enough to 
dare to dance. 


As usual, Evangeline remained desperately alone, standing 
in a corner, like the despised outcast she had always been since 


Sock hop: This term came about because dancers were required to remove their hard-sole shoes 
to protect the varnished floor of the gymnasium, when the dance took place in the gymnasium. 
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childhood. Eyes still shining with hope, but already somewhat wor- 
ried, she watched stealthily as the groups of pretty girls were keep- 
ing the boys trapped in their frilly circles. The teacher sensed that 
none of these boys would ever dare to invite Evangeline to dance, 
for fear of becoming the target of the cruelest jokes from other stu- 
dents; unless he was the sweetheart of the class. 


—For the opening dance, said the teacher with a cheerful voice, 
the girls invite the boys. 


The decision was based on a benevolent calculation: to give 
Evangeline the opportunity to invite a boy to dance. With a little 
luck, and as it was a ball in her honor, the potential boy might not 
have the audacity to refuse him. 


But before the lonely Evangeline had time to react, all the 
boys suddenly found themselves requisitioned by the most daring. 
As for the two "sweethearts" of the class —the two charmers, I 
should say— who had five or six suitors in their wake at all times, 
there was no need to think about them. 


The opening dance continued. Couples were bustling around 
in the center of the dance floor, which had been cleared of its desks 
for the occasion. The sun streamed in through the partially closed 
blinds. Only Evangeline, standing in a comer, remained as usual 
on the fringes of the group. She watched the scene with her eyes 
now mined by worry. 


It was absolutely necessary to act, to do something; but what? 
Suddenly, the teacher had an idea. He chose the moment of 
agitation that followed the end of the opening dance, when 
everyone went to refresh themselves on the side of the buffet, to 
make a discreet sign to Quentin, the most popular "jolicoeur" of the 
group. The "sweetheart" approached the teacher, who whispered to 
him in a very low voice: 


—I'll give you five points for good behaviour and participation for 
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each dance you do with Evangeline. But you mustn t let her find 
out, otherwise, you'll get nothing. Don't tell other girls either! 


—Perfect, Sir! Quentin simply replied, with a knowing smile. 


As soon as the deal was done with one of them, the teacher 
called Morgan, the second "jolicoeur" in the class, who hastened to 
accept the deal with great pleasure. He knew that, according to our 
class-rules, the behaviour and participation marks could be used 
to cancel an after-school suspension or detention. And these two 
boys, particularly disruptive, showed great need in this area. 


From that moment on, and in front of the stunned eyes of the 
class who didn’t understand anything, Evangeline never missed a 
single dance. She twirled all afternoon, her eyes shining with 
happiness, her hair crazy and her cheeks scarlet. No sooner had she 
left Quentin's arms that Morgan came to fetch her; and there was 
no question of another boy taking Evangeline away from them. As 
for the other girls in the group, some of them showed faces 
distorted by jealousy and very negative attitudes to the point of 
refusing to dance with any other boys. The teacher overheard some 
of them who intrigued in whispers and perhaps plotted revenge by 
casting looks of grudge and even contempt at Evangeline. As for 
the latter, she danced without worrying about all this malicious 
bitterness. Her last sock hop was, for her, particularly unforgettable. 


Before leaving, after the bell had regretfully interrupted that 
farewell afternoon, she scribbled a note on a sheet of paper, folded 
it, and slipped it discreetly into the hands of the teacher still sitting 
at his desk. She shook his hand and left never to return. The teacher 
then took out the message and opened it. A heart was drawn near 
Evangeline's signature: 


"Sir, Thank you for being so kind!" 


Had she guessed?... He never knew! 
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ad EE I y\ A 
"On entering her parents’ house, | saw that this Rose had become gorgeous, and this 
immediately made me very hesitant in my work of approach, for | feared that grace would 
make her more demanding, and that my advances would be met with a humiliating 
rebuff." 


{Laura’s aura] 
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-16- 


Guardian angels. 


"| Whis story was told to me one Saturday before noon, at a 
I gathering of Francophones and Francophiles in a restaurant 

in Surrey, a town in the vast Vancouver suburbs. Greater 
Vancouver covers a gigantic expanse of 80“ (eastwards) by 40*™ 
(north to south). This vast conurbation of 3.5 million inhabitants 
already touches the border of the United States, where a modest 
fifty centimeters deep ditch marks, since 1846, the 49" parallel 
(approximate). Bordering this ditch, a small road called Avenue 0, 
is the first East-West survey route, laid out to mark the Canada-US 
boundary as well as the first row of townships. 


From this Avenue 0 with an unorthodox name, the streets 
branch off, northbound... or, at least, to what was the North at the 
end of the nineteenth century. Magnetic North has drifted from 
year to year according to the movements of magma in the heart of 
our Planet Earth. Thus, streets and avenues no longer correspond 
to the magnetic North. English surveyors divided Canadian land, 
after expelling Indians and Métis, to accommodate the waves of 
impoverished citizens that were then proliferating in Victorian 
England. These crowds of poor people were the by-product of their 
Industrial Revolution, later joined by those fleeing this country 
during the World Wars to seek refuge in our peaceful Canada. 


v 


But let us return to our curious story, after having set the 
scenes. At the edge of Avenue 0, facing south, once lived Melanie, 
an old lady of ninety-four. At the end of the Second World War, 
Melanie moved into this house, so charming at the time when the 
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brilliance of its walls was periodically refreshed by some painting. 
Melanie loved to see Americans living across the little ditch (their 
border). She often listened to surviving soldiers returning from the 
battlefields of Europe, recounting their harrowing and sometimes 
far-fetched adventures; such as Sergeant Alvin York who, at the 
end of the Great War, claimed to have killed 25 Germans alone and 
captured 130 German prisoners armed with 30 machine guns. 
Alvin only had a rifle and a pistol! Ah! How joyful she was, 
Melanie, when she peddled those boasts! 


As for illegal immigration, U.S. authorities knew that Ca- 
nadians were too happy at home to emigrate illegally to the jungle 
of freedom that was the United States, as the Mexicans did from 
Mexico on the southern border. Because, between the violent and 
the gentle, it is clearly freedom which oppresses. On the other hand, 
Canadians were well aware that every social or political upheaval, 
every deportation or anti-migration law!, every war provoked by 
Wall Street lobbies to feed their business and fatten their fortunes, 
triggered powerful waves of migration of young Americans to the 
ten Canadian provinces: conscientious objectors, deserters and 
draft dodgers. Even criminals on the run, facing the death penalty 
or life imprisonment, hurriedly made their way to Canada, whose 
laws prohibit extradition to countries with the death penalty. As for 
the treatment of inmates in Canadian prisons, the Americans clas- 
sified our penitentiaries as Cadillac Jails. That says it all! 


Melanie knew that the old man she had long been able to 
see, over there, beyond the border ditch, in his old cottage, and who 
had once been taken away by an old-fashioned black Cadillac as a 
hearse, this old man had fought in the Ardennes, when the Nazis, 
disguised in American uniforms had counterattacked Uncle Sam's 


' This was the case when the U.S. banned the arrival of Irish Catholic refugees in 1850, as the 
Protestant population of New England feared that the area would be troubled by papists. This was 
the case in 2017 with President Trump's laws that prohibited the immigration of Islamic subjects 
from seven Muslim countries. 
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troops and pushed them around. On his return from France, his 
house was decorated with a host of American flags and tricolour 
cockades. The border town of Blaine had celebrated him as if he 
had single-handedly defeated Hitler and his Axis of Evil. The 
mayor called him an Immortal Hero. His neighbor, of Russian 
origin, had triggered a terrible controversy and a wave of 
unfathomable hatred by claiming that, if the Americans had 
defeated the Japanese, it was mainly the Russians who had 
defeated Hitler, because Uncle Sam had intervened on the French 
battlefields only at the very end of the two world wars with the sole 
aim of preventing the Russians from imposing communist regimes 
in Western Europe. He was told that it was Stalin's complicity that 
made Hitler's invasion of France possible at the very beginning of 
the war. Then the animosity of the Blainois and the death threats 
made over the telephone by unknown voices of exacerbated 
patriots, had forced the Russian to move away as quickly as 
possible. 


—Would you like a beer, Melanie? one of the three men who were 
smoking all around her, asked by gesture. 


—No thanks, she replied, shaking her head. 


She knew well Marcus and the other two, Jonathan and 
Albert, who had saved her life ten years earlier. 


v 


That was in 1989. Far beyond the horizon, the famous Ber- 
lin Wall was crumbling under the hammers of tourists. They had 
come to snatch memories from this historical monument that had 
stigmatised the Cold War and human stupidity stimulated by the 
great international financiers who profited from armament. That 
year the Russians left Afghanistan after nine years of unnecessary 
war against the Islamic Mujahideen, heavily armed by the Ameri- 
can CIA. The war had claimed two million lives, including 15,000 
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Russians. The Mujahideen, now armed to the teeth by Uncle Sam, 
were going to immediately turn all these American weapons 
against the Western World, whose Liberty, Equality and Fraternity 
hurt the moral prohibitions of the fundamentalists. Neither the Ko- 
ran nor the old Bible believed in the Freedom to choose our path; 
as for Equality and Fraternity. It was only possible with co-reli- 
gionists fellows... and again, those of the same sect! Mr. Bush sen- 
ior was becoming President of the United States and preparing to 
start a war under a false pretext, in fact to appropriate Iraq's oil. As 
for the second President Bush Jr. (eager to increase the profits of 
American war profiteers who provided equipment and food to the 
Army), he could not resist creating from scratch a second Iraq War 
to which he added that of Afghanistan. The first would kill 700,000 
men, women and children, and the second 60,000 and thousands 
of poor Americans: the soldiers. 


War is always thirsty for the blood of the poor. Let us recall 
the significant speech made by the Right Honourable Charles 
James Fox in his address to the British Parliament in 1781 to criti- 
cise a huge war loan: "Jfa nation can be buoyed up by the excite- 
ment of war, the hopes of conquest, and the gambling chances of 
victory, without any corresponding increase of taxes, the game 
would be played with eager readiness ; the motives for hostilities 
would be lightly examined, and the distant bloodshed of a battle 
would cause only a transient sorrow'." This text clearly shows that 
the upper business class couldn’t care less about the misfortunes 
of war, to retain only the benefits that never reach the combatants. 


&e 


When her husband died, Melanie was left alone. Although 
already very old and almost deaf, she followed with great interest 


: Earl Russel, The Life and Times of Charles James Fox, Richard Bentley, Londres 1866. Vol.I, p.235. Rappelons 
que l'Armée anglaise était a l'époque composée essentiellement de mercenaires allemands, écossais et irlandais. 


183 


Laura's aura, 


all these wars initiated by multinationals oil companies, uncon- 
cerned about the bloodbaths that their policies were causing. 
Thanks to television subtitling, Mélanie was able to follow the 
news programs, despite her growing deafness, which locked her in 
a closed world of hopeless loneliness and solitude. She lived alone 
in her large house, without any fear, because she knew that unre- 
pentant vagabonds, passing fugitives, and treacherous hoboes in 
search of misdeeds could not be interested in her for any reason 
whatsoever. The former knew full well that she was poor; it was 
no secret to anyone and the subtle Melanie never missed an oppot- 
tunity to proclaim her destitution and even her distress, to the point 
that some kind-hearted souls had reported her to the Social Ser- 
vices who, after checking her bank details, had decided that she 
had no need for public assistance. 


Passing fugitives on the move were fleeing the American 
electric-chair. They also feared the prison hell of the Southern 
states and the multiple rapes inflicted on the weakest in Uncle 
Sam's prisons. All these desperado vagabonds used to cross the 
border to voluntarily surrender to the Mounties in Canada, as if 
they were a team of Good Samaritans. Melanie was not afraid of 
them either, for she knew full well that all these outlaws were mov- 
ing away from the border to blend into the most populated region 
of the country, 200 km wide, along the 49th parallel, in which 90% 
of the Canadian population was crammed. The bison of yesteryear 
also huddled together when the bitter cold of the Far North petri- 
fied the country under a screed of ice and hardened the ground on 
a good meter of permafrost. So much so that, in Quebec, the dead 
of winter waited patiently for spring in a cabin singularly named 
the charnel house or the mass grave {le charnier], before being bur- 
ied in a more hospitable ground after the thaw. 


As for the runaways on the move, who could spot lonely 
women and invade their homes for anything other than money, 
Melanie was convinced that age had more or less immunised her 
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against this category of nefarious criminals. No real bandit would 
be interested in her. But... Everyone knows that nothing is more 
dangerous than to believe oneself safe from these multitudes of 
scoundrels for whom the fear of prison is the only bulwark against 
delinquency and crime. 


v 


One summer evening, Melanie was daydreaming peacefully 
as she breathed in the warm evening air. On his right, the redness 
of the sunset faded rapidly beyond the big island of Vancouver, as 
vast as the Netherlands. Suddenly, two men passed her house on 
Avenue 0. 


—Good evening! one of them said, in a rather high tone which was 
meant to be friendly. 


—Good evening! Melanie replied, feeling a shiver ruffle her spine. 


As soon as they were gone, Melanie got up and went home. 
She was too far from her immediate neighbours to remain alone. 
The glow of the evening disappeared in the blink of an eye, and the 
faithful moon came to post itself on top of a milky cloud, in the 
darkest corner of the sky, to help the few pedestrians avoid 
inadvertently crossing the border ditch. Limping, Melanie went to 
check her lock and then sat in front of her television set to push the 
limits of life a little further, because s/eeping, the older people 
think, is to die a little. 


She had fallen asleep in front of her silver screen when a loud 
sound of broken glass roused her from her first sleep. She opened 
her eyes in almost total darkness, and the bluish glows of her screen 
came to dance again on her worried retinas. 


—Hold on! Here you are!... What is it? 


This window was broken was not a noise coming from her 
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television set. The current program consisted of endless ramblings 
of an American preacher who, between two requests for money, 
was trying to make believe that the fight of Armageddon was at the 
gates of our tranquility. Melanie changed the channel so as not to 
hear this ominous bird. Suddenly, the door to the street burst open 
in a gust of wind under the thrust of a shoulder. Two men appeared 
into the living room shouting a barrage of insults and threats: 


—Don't move or you're dead... Where is your husband? Where is 
your money? 


Terrified by this double intrusion and by the irritating yells, 
Melanie began to scream in fear. 


—There's no need to shout! No one hears anything. If you don't 
have a guy, it's better this way. We would have had to kill him, 
maybe! 


—What do you want? she said when she regained her breath. 
—Where is your money? 


—I don't have any! I wish I had some. I live on the Welfare’. My 
wallet is there in the purse. There's almost nothing in it! 


One of the two thieves grabbed the bag, opened the wallet 
and cried out: 


—There is only 10 bucks? Where is your hiding place? 
—lI'd love to have one! 
—I'm going to refresh your memory! 


He gives her a resounding slap on the cheek. She starts 
screaming. 


—Shut your mouth. Anyway, no one can hear you. You have to give 


1 Social Welfare or Public Assistance. 
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us your hiding place or you'll end your night in hell, that's all! 
One of them twisted her arm and pulled her hair. 


—Ouch! Ouch! I’ve got osteoarthritis! You're killing me! I have no 
money! 


Suddenly, the basement door opened with a loud bang. A 
group of people armed with clubs and iron bars invaded the living 
room and began to knock out the two thieves. Melanie almost died 
of fear in the face of so much violence. One of the intruders leaned 
towards her to reassure her: 


—Don't be afraid, Melanie. We are your neighbors and we will get 
rid of this vermin. Don't be afraid! 


—Thank God, you are still alive! Call the police, suggested one of 
the three neighbors. These evildoers must go to jail! 


A few short minutes later, a patrol of the Mounted Police ar- 
rived. The two distraught hostage-takers were immediately ar- 
rested and handcuffed. An ambulance took Melanie to the emer- 
gency room at White-Rock Hospital. It was only eight days later 
that she was able to return home, greeted by her three rescuers. She 
invited them to dinner but they were the ones who prepared the 
"hot dogs" and French fries. 


That evening, she asked them how they could have been near 
her house when the invaders attacked her. They lowered their heads 
in perfect unison: 


—Why do you want to know that, Melanie?" 
—Because it's a normal question. 


—The question is quite normal... But the answer is not. It is very 
embarrassing for us. 


—Oh hold on! And what is your "embarrassing" answer? 
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—We live in the basement of your house... as unlawful tenants... 
Illegaly. 


— You mean, right here, in my basement? 
—Right here, in your basement! 


It was a shock for Melanie. She asked a thousand questions 
to which they answered bravely. From this interrogation, it 
appeared that the three men homeless tramps had actually been 
living at her house, in the basement, for a good three years... 


—And that’s how we were able to save your life, Melanie! Don't 
forget that! Are you going to forgive us or turn us over to the police? 


After a few seconds’ silence, she replied: 


—TI've decided not only not to turn you in, but to offer you 
hospitality in my upstairs rooms. That way, you'll be able lend me 
a hand in case any thugs attack me again. We’ll eat together and 
take turn cleaning the house and preparing meals. 


v 


And the four companions lived happily ever after, because 
friendship, happiness and peace are guarantees of longevity. When 
Melanie’s cruel old age crippled her even more, it was these three 
tramps who took care of her with motherly care... with all the more 
zeal and vigilance, as they knew that her departure for the other 
world would plunge them again into wandering and vagrancy... 
under the bridges. And sleeping under bridges is an even more 
inhuman hell when you're old and weak. 


Despite all their good care, she died one day. Death knows 
how to wait, but in the end, it always elbows its way to take care 
of the most resistant. That day, they were as unhappy as if they had 
lost their beloved mother, so much did they fear becoming 
homeless again. A few days after her burial, a Surrey solicitor 
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summoned them to tell them that, according to Melanie's last 
wishes, the three of them were, jointly, the happy co-owners of the 
house. As a result, they were no longer vagabonds. 


Vv 


"When cruel old age handicapped Melanie even more, it was the three vagabonds who 
took care of her with maternal attention." [Guardian Angels] 
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Leases 


ave you noticed how, in our Canadian cities, the richest (or 
He citizens are striving to cluster in distinct ghettos? 

In Greater Vancouver, wealthy people tend to respond to the 
attraction of Celtic-sounding neighborhoods like Shaughnessy or 
Kerrisdale, which evoke the divine nectar of Cognac! or a few 
glens in the remote Highlands in Upper Scotland. In those rich 
districts, the average cost of houses remains, like stratus clouds, at 
unimaginable altitudes. Their residents voluntarily confess average 
incomes of over a million dollars, knowing that the CRA? keeps its 
eyes open, its ear on the lookout, and reserves its best arrows for 
taxpayers who hide their income. But some rogue banks, for whom 
the dollar is the new all-powerful Divinity, help all these fraudsters 
to escape the bloodhounds of the CRA. They open secret accounts 
for them in one of the fifteen tax havens under British jurisdiction, 
that cheat without regard for Justice and steal tax revenues from 
other nations. Canadians have a highly developed sense of duty 
and do not hesitate to refer the CRA on fraudsters who neglect their 
civic responsibilities, leaving others to pay even more to make up 
for the national solidarity. Eighty per cent of tax audits in the fight 
against fraud are carried out anonymously on the basis of good 
citizens’ indications. 


In these wealthy neighborhoods where milk and honey flow, 
art galleries abound to facilitate the laundering of dirty money from 
swindles, scam and tax fraud. As a result, there are many banks 


! @Ar least Cognac Hennessy. 


> eCanada Revenue Agency, tax services. 
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and a multitude of churches of every denominations, because the 
men of God of all stripes, pastors, imams, priests, rabbis, monks, 
lamas, sorcerers and even the last medicine-man, they all know that 
if they want to live without burdening themselves with hard work 
and sweat, as other humans are obliged to do, they must be clever 
in cooperating with all those rich people who offer themselves 
Heaven after having taken advantage of the Earth and its inhabit- 
ants. Banks are also proliferating in these places. They smell gold 
and silver several kilometers away like sharks scent blood. 


v 


It was a winter’s evening, one of those damp, cold evenings, 
merciless to the homeless who, from afar, just watches with envy, 
through the Venetian draperies and the tulle curtains of the vast bay 
windows, as families lead a sweet, fluffy existence. These trans- 
parent curtains seem to be there only to annoy the poor by inflicting 
envy and frustration. I was sitting on a public bench in one of these 
god-blessed neighbourhoods, silently admiring all these mansions, 
as spacious as cathedrals. The buildings rivalled each other in 
beauty and originality. A disheveled tramp passed me in his invis- 
ible cocoon of foul smell, pushing before him an old Safeway cart 
whose one of the wheels was rattling with shrill cries. The man 
stopped and sat on the very bench on which I was resting, to catch 
his breath before facing the rest of the pitiful journey of his life. He 
had no doubt noticed that I was contemplating with a dreamy eye 
the house located just opposite. It was a building a little less ma- 
jestic than the others, certainly, because a little older, even if the 
nobility of the lines compensated for the dilapidated state of the 
whole. This residence evoked in my mind an old /ady of the impe- 
rial era (so missed!), who has come to enjoy a cuppa tea with some 
GAFAM nouveau-riche. 


—I am one of those people, the tramp said in a voice shriveled by 
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alcohol abuse, who did not know how to manage their lives and 
who ended up like rubbish on the edge of their existence. 


Sensing that he was ready to throw away his heavy existential 
burden in despair, I feverishly searched for words of encourage- 
ment so that he would find the strength to take up his destiny as a 
poor orphan of Canadian prosperity and opulence. I was also very 
surprised to hear such well-worded prose in the mouth of a person 
usually judged so poorly for their language spoiled by life’s abuses. 


—There was a time, continued the old tramp just as I was about to 
answer him, when this magnificent residence belonged to me. 
Would you believe it, sir?... 


And without waiting for my answer, he continued: 


—I was rich, or, at least, I looked wealthy in appearance. I knew 
better than anyone how to cuddle the dress of a Saint-Amour in my, 
then more refined, mouth... 


Not understanding his expression, I planted my eyes on him 
in such a way that he felt compelled to explain: 


—Saint-Amour is a Beaujolais, sir, one of the best wines in France. 
I prefer to tell you better to avoid being accused of libertinage or 
worse... of perversion. 


— You are right to explain it to me, sir. I was starting to... 


The vagabond smiled and told me how he had become a 
tramp. 


—Every profession has its paradoxes, Sir. The soldier gets himself 
killed to earn a living; policemen and gendarmes use violence to 
repress violence, the lawyer blames the innocent victim in order to 
exonerate the criminal who paid him handsomely; and he does so 
without feeling in the least contemptible; the priest, even more am- 
phigorious, claims that it is essential to die in order to live, because 
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life comes after death; the philosopher and the mystic are con- 
vinced that the poor is richer than the millionaire, without seeking 
poverty themselves; the shopkeeper will tell you that you save in 
his shop; the politician will seduce his voters by swearing that he 
wants to moralize politics and punish the corrupt, before abandon- 
ing himself with delight in the hands of the corrupters... The world 
is like this: paradox and other contradictions can one day cloud 
and then wither the least vulnerable human soul. 


— You strike me as more of a philosopher than a beggar. 


—I'm flattered, thank you! And yet I need to live on the charity of 
those who work hard to earn their living... and mine, Sir. Begging 
is forbidden here, but, fortunately, charity is not, otherwise I would 
only have to die of starvation. The great philosophers of Antiquity 
also had slaves to free their fertile minds from all material tasks. 


This is why, curiously, Plato and Aristotle never condemned slav- 
1 


ery. 

I watched him with great interest, more and more astonished 
and even a little shocked that he could regard workers and average 
Canadians as slaves who exhaust themselves to allow him to live 
in philosophy and spirituality. 


—Life can only be understood at the end, he told me, when one has 
the chance to become older; although one must live it in the normal 
sense. I was born poor in the Eastern Townships. My ancestors 
were Americans, thrown out of the United States by the Irish and 
Scottish insurgents of the Thirteen Colonies *. At the end of World 
War IT, I was automatically recruited by the CIA, which had hired 


: eEven if in Plato's Perfect City there is no mention of slaves, we can assume their existence. The 
slaves of the Greeks and Romans were mainly Europeans: Germans, Gauls, Bretons, Iberians, Slavs 
(who gave the term "slave" in every language)... 


> eThe American Celts, eager to avenge England's tyranny in the British Isles, made up the bulk of 
the insurgent troops, during the American Revolution and later in the Fenian troops who attacked 
Canada. 
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most of the Nazi doctors in order to continue their pseudo medical 
research done until then by taking Jews as guinea pigs'. Trans- 
formed in spite of myself into a laboratory rat, I underwent exper- 
imental treatments with various drugs, brainwashing, electro- 
shocks ... All this drove me almost crazy. Being of a very robust 
nature, I nevertheless got away with it, and then, over the next 
thirty years, I became very rich. I didn't belong to the closed club 
of billionaires, but to that of millionaires. That was more than 
enough! And then, two unfortunate disasters put an end to my 
wealth... 


—To your wealth, perhaps, but not to your depth of mind, judging 
by your comments. In the eyes of ordinary mortals, it's only the 
material wealth that makes a person's greatness... But what did you 
do that ended your wealth? 


—The first accident was a swindle I fell victim to. One day, I had 
decided to travel around the world on one of those magnificent 
cruise ships that crisscross the Four Oceans to visit the Six 
Continents... 


—Isn't it more like five rather than six? 


— Six, with the Antarctic continent... You know... this ship was one 
of those floating cities, all white, made in Saint-Nazaire, like the 
Queen Mary IT, the Harmonie des Mers, the Méraviglia... to name 
only these ships. As for the Britannia, the royal yacht of the Queen 
Elizabeth IT of England, it would also have been built in Saint- 
Nazaire if the Scots had not protested vigorously. 


— You were truly privileged, to travel like this in such ships! 


—I am well aware of it, believe me! So I had rented my house, this 


! eThis is the Mkultra Program , of which McGill University in Montreal was an essential 
laboratory. Many Canadian civilians and military personnel, taken (by military command) as objects 
of experimentation, died or remained disabled. 
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one... that you see in front of you, for an impressive rent of $ 7,000 
per month. My furniture was in storage. 


—Fabulous! 


—Absolutely! This income allowed me to live easily on a cruise 
ship. [had rented a spacious suite full time that opened onto a large 
balcony facing the ocean. 


—A mind-blowing dream of the Arabian Nights. 


—No doubt... Except that the tenant who had rented my home 
intended to pocket the $84,000 he was going to have to pay. He 
sublet the house as if he owned it. The court case that followed, on 
my return from the cruise, described the situation to me: 


"On May 1*, [had to move in, repeated the tenant who had testified 
before an RCMP police inspector. At half past eleven, I arrived at 
the wheel of my huge moving truck, to park in front of the beautiful 
house. But what do I see? Some weirdo had parked his own truck 
on the pavement right in front of the same house. I absolutely had 
to find the owner. The neighbor reveals to me that the driver is at 
the neighbouring café, next door. I went to see him and said, 
"Would you mind moving your truck? At just noon, I have to move 
into the house opposite." 

—Which house? he inquired as he went out onto the sidewalk. 


| , —This one! 


—This one? That wont be possible. 
Because I have a proper lease in good 
and due form! 


—So do I! 
—What? Whose? From who? 


"I arrived at the wheel of my huge 
moving truck." Priv. Coll. 


—From Michael Johnson, the owner! 
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—And soamI! 
They compared their leases. They seemed in order. 
—Have you paid the security deposit? 


— Yes, of course! He required a full month, even though that’s not 
the law in BC. Its half a month. Otherwise, he told me he would 
give priority to whoever paid... I paid $12,000 

—So didI! 

—So... Its a scam? 

—TI'm afraid so! The police must be notified! 

Just then came with a roar two more large moving trucks. 
Everyone looked at each other in horror! We had paid nearly 
$50,000 and the swindler had driven off without leaving an address. 
—But you've lost nothing! 

—Yes! Because everyone turned against me. A "judicial lien' was 
imposed on my house until I reimbursed them ye their losses, at- 
torneys' fees and dama es. It's crazy how imaginative lawyers are 
Eero = to steal money from honest citizens. In 
an instant they turn you into a horrible 
thief, when they, and they alone, are the 
crooks. I got half a million to pay, Sir. 
—Half a million? Poor you! 

—But it was nothing compared to my 
second misfortune. 

—Oh! You’ve been struck twice by the 


"A truck driver had parked hisown thunderbolt of misfortune! 
truck on the sidewalk right in front — Yes! 


of the same house." Priv. Coll. 
—And in what form did it strike you? 


—This time misfortune has once again put on the toga of a lawyer! 
—Ah! I understand why you do not carry this profession in your 


' In other words, judicial sequestration. The word lien which is pronounced linn was imposed in 
England by the French legal experts of William the Conqueror, after the invasion of 1066. 
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heart! 


— Yes! With my car, I ran over a lawyer who is now permanently 
disabled... for life. If fate had made me strike a poor unemployed 
man with no family, I’d have gotten away with some regret. But 
when it's a lawyer, a notary, a politician... All those men who claim 
to rule us and who live richly on our backs like vile parasites, well... 
In this case, your accident becomes an irremediable disaster! 


—Tell me about it! And what happened? 


—In my case, the colleagues of this lawyer, the magistrates of the 
Court of Appeal investigated my real estate assets and all my pos- 
sessions, and generously awarded him a fabulous pension that 
amounted to three hundred thousand dollars a year, when I was 
only covered for one million overall’. Thats not an affordable sum 
today, but in those days only the privileged of fortune could hope 
to transform one of their fellows into a submissive slave. 


—A slave? 


—What do you call a man who works to anable another one to live 
in great ease and comfort. In any case, in my specific situation, all 
my possessions, all my property have been irretrievably seques- 
tered... and what was left of my prosperity turned into an unfath- 
omable debt that I will never be able to pay because it grows every 
day by several thousand dollars. This terrible debt is a gluttonous 
cancer that has devoured my life and transformed me into what you 
see... an unfortunate homeless vagabond! 


4 


! eThe maximum coverage is not unlimited. It depends on the overall amount provided for in the initial 
contract. 
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-18- 
The wardrobe of jalousies. 


(Christmas tale) 


Ne morning in May, I opened the window, and, lying on my 
Or woke up to the fresh morning air. Outside the birds sing 

while preparing their nests. British Columbia's rainy winter 
is finally over. I had been enjoying this calm for a few minutes, 
when slight whispers reached my ears. Initially, I couldn’t locate 
their origin. They seem to come from the large wardrobe that 
occupies an entire wall in my room. I listen with all my 
attentiveness and finally catch a few snippets of sentences. 


—Please... Like this... very big... 


Surprised and even a little frightened, I apply my ear against 
the doors made of planchettes spaced apart from each other, which 
are called jealousies, and I can finally overhear a whole conversa- 
tion. 


— Wow! a voice whispers. This coat is so heavy for my weak shoul- 
ders that I hurt all over. I fell asleep at two o'clock in the morning 
carried away by fatigue... 


—RHow I pity you! replies another voice in a rather ironic tone. You, 
wire hangers, are so delicate that you should only wear blouses! 


—Please don't make fun of us... Being made of varnished wood 
does not give you the right to despise us. We feel bad enough. We 
are weak and disposable. We are thrown away after some use! cries 
sadly a "wire" in front of a varnished wooden hanger wearing a 
magnificent evening dress. 


—Poor worthless being! I realize even more how much Destiny has 
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favored us, by creating ourselves in a material as noble as wood, 
answers the latter by making his dress frown. 


The humble complaint of the wire hanger flatters the var- 
nishes, who feel proud of their superiority. On the other hand, it 
provokes in the other "wires" a murmur of protest and even anger: 


—There is no reason, one of the disgruntled said, to feel inferior to 
wooden hangers. Wood is no nobler than iron. And you, the var- 
nishes, you take on superior airs, but when your varnish flakes and 
falls, we see that, deep down, you are not brighter than us... 


—Calm down, you two of you! said a raincoat suddenly, in his big 
voice. 


—I just want to say that too much modesty is as bad as too much 
arrogance," the "wire" adds as he regains his composure. Jt is not 
by despising the small and humble that we grow up! 


And the discussion resumes, more obstinate than ever. Then, 
to restore some order in the closet, I suddenly exclaim: 


— Quiet, in there! 


Calm returns immediately. Just as I begin to appreciate the 
peace finally found, I hear the voice of my ten-year-old sister 
Caroline: 


—Why are you shouting, Jacques? There is no one! 
—Ah... uh... No reason! 

—Who are you talking to? 

—... at... uh... to the crows, out! They keep me awake! 


The "wires" and "varnished woods" hangers were so afraid 
that day that it would be impossible for me to overhear their 
conversation for months. 
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Vv 


December finally arrives, and Christmas makes me 
completely forget this strange episode. 


On the evening of this memorable Christmas, our house is 
full of guests, as usual. Everyone is happy. We laugh. We sing. 
Happiness shines in everyone's eyes. Uncle Paul came from far 
away with Aunt Jeanne for this important occasion. This is the first 
time I have seen them. There are even my seven cousins and four 
female cousins from Vernon in the Okanagan, including the pretty 
Genevieve. I don't know why but I dare not look the beautiful 
Genevieve in the face! Suddenly, towards the end of New Year's 
Eve, my cousin Sylvain arrives shouting very loudly: 


—That's Santa Claus! This is Santa Claus! He's in the living room. 
He's coming! 


No sooner had he finished his sentence than a big Santa 
Claus appeared in his large red coat. He carries on his shoulder a 
huge bag, so full that he has trouble getting through the door. My 
cousin Andrew leans towards my ear and whispers proudly, 
pointing his finger at Santa: 


—It's my brother John. Don't tell anyone! 


Quickly, Santa Claus empties his large bag on the floor and 
begins to distribute the gifts to everyone. 


—For Valerie, he said, handing out a red packet. 
—Where is Valerie, I said overexcitedly, taking the gift. 


—She's sleeping on your bed, says Aunt Jeanne. She fell asleep, I 
put her to bed. 


—I'm going to put her gift next to her. 
On tiptoe, I enter my bedroom, partly illuminated by the light 
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of the corridor. I quietly put down the gift of my little sister who 
sleeps, lying across the bed. What a pleasant surprise when she 
wakes up! But as I leave my room, I hear whispers coming from 
behind the jalousie doors of the closet. 


—Oh, hold on! I had forgotten those! 


I stand still and, motionless like a statue, I listen attentively. 
In a few moments, I understand the reason for the discussion: 
thanks to the many guests, all the varnished wood hangers wear 
beautiful fur clothes, capes trimmed with silver fox, white mink... 
Extraordinary elegance. 


The iron hangers can also enjoy the evening. They wear ori- 
ental fabric shirts, children's coats, mohair sweaters... In short, eve- 
ryone is in a very good mood. 


—Say, we're really spoiled for this Christmas. I'm not about to for- 
get it, awire" whispers. Look how well we are dressed! 


—TI think it's the first time everyone can achieve their dreams, adds 
her neighbor, looking coquettishly at a "varnished wood" in a beau- 
tiful curly wool sweater. 


—Eh! I see that you take the opportunity to try to charm, said with 
a friendly smile a red velvet dress. 


—Why not? It's not every day that we can wear such beautiful 
coats! I take advantage of it, replies laughingly the "wire". 


Suddenly, a rumor circulates in the cupboard. Everyone 
whispers, indicating one of the darkest corners. The jalousie-doors 
are ajar and a ray of light from the corridor sheds some light inside 
the cabinet. I hide in the shadow of the room. When my eyes are 
adapted to the darkness, I discover that a "wire" hanger, dressed in 
a simple torn T-shirt and dirty jeans, remains alone and forgotten 
in the general joy. Its shoulders fall with sadness: 
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— You laugh without worrying about me... I have been forgotten! 
It's very unfortunate on Christmas Eve! 


—Calm down! Don't be a killjoy! What an idea also to go and hide 
in a dark corner! said a varnished. 


—Listen! Frankly, look at yourself! insists a "wire" who proudly 
wears an angora sweater. You lack energy. Your shoulders fall so 
low that you are unable to support two shirts... 


—That's wrong! I am very resilient despite my sick look... And you 
seem to forget that you are only a "wire" like me. Why do you take 
on great arrogant airs, now that Fate favors you a little? 


—Please look in the mirror! replied the metal "wire" attacked. 
You're a loser, an outsider, a weak guy just able to wear a ripped 
T-shirt and dirty jeans! It is up to each according to his merits! 


Hearing this, I forget the gift and Valerie sleeping on my little 
bed. How can I help this poor abandoned "wire"? That's it! I'm go- 
ing to put on its back my beautiful new sweater left in my chair in 
the dining room. This hanger will be able to be happy, too, on this 
Christmas night, I said to myself as I prepared to go out. 


Suddenly my cousin Santa Claus enters the room. He turns 
on the light and starts to take off his red suit. He opens wide the 
doors of the closet and asks me, removing his big white beard: 


—There is no more hanger? 


—Yes! In the corner of the cupboard, on the right! I said with a 
small smile. There is one who only has a T-shirt and jeans. 


He takes the hanger, hangs Santa's costume on the old T-shirt, 
and puts the hanger back in place. 


—I'll stay a few more minutes and join you, I told him as he left, 
turning off the light. 


—What do you do in the dark? 
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—TI'll explain to you in five minutes; See you later! 


When calm and shadow have finally returned to the room, 
what I see gladdens my heart. All the hangers in the closet have 
turned to Santa Claus and are silently looking at him. In its dark 
corner, the small iron hanger proudly straightens its shoulders. He 
looks so happy that I can't help but laugh, especially when I hear 
the hangers in the cupboard crying out from all sides: 


—Long live our Santa Claus! Long live our Father Christmas! 
Long live our Santa Claus! 


"I apply my ear all against the doors made of planchettes 
spaced apart from each other, which are called 
jealousies, and I can finally overhear a whole 

conversation." [The wardrobe of jealousies] 
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-19- 
Strange friendship 
(Christmas Tale) 

f you've never been terrified by a snowstorm, come visit 
[ossse Creek during one of the seven winter months. 

Blizzards rage there with grandiose fury. Wind and snow howl 
everywhere like a pack of wolves. Flakes fill the finest interstices, 
like Saharan sand when the sirocco gives it life. 


If one day you are surprised by a blizzard that erases roads 
and paths, you’ll get lost even in the most familiar places, like a 
blind man. The unfortunate person who needs a doctor when the 
storm rages will be abandoned to his sad fate. Unless... But I'll say 
no more. Listen to the extraordinary adventure that happened to a 
child from this icy land. 


v 


That winter was extremely cold. Marie-Justine, a nine-year- 
old girl, lived with her father on an isolated farm in the middle of 
the immense boreal forest. 


January was approaching. As the snow had fallen in abun- 
dance, the little girl had built a large snowman in the middle of the 
small clearing. She had decorated it beautifully with a carrot for a 
nose and a red and white scarf around its neck. Its big round head 
was covered with a large gray hat. Marie-Justine had carefully 
made up the man's face, and he looked so alive that she had given 
him a name. She called him Leon, named after one of her grandfa- 
thers... and then it's Noé/ backwards! 


Days went by. After each blizzard, Marie-Justine rushed to 
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Leon to clean him meticulously. She removed the snow that cov- 
ered his body. She didn’t leave him until she saw his big black eyes 
shine. Then, she put the wooden pipe back between his large, 
rounded lips, affectionately placed a kiss on his cheek, and mur- 
mured: "You're my best friend, my big snowman," and hurried 
home to warm herself up with a big cup of warm milk. 


She loved her friend so much! She imagined him so shiver- 
ing in the cold of winter, that one day she asked her dad to bring 
him into the small family home. 


—No, Marie-Justine. If we keep him warm, he will melt! her father 
replies. 


Marie-Justine didn't want to insist, but she was sure that such 
a handsome man cannot melt like a simple pile of snow. 


To warm him up a little, she then tried to make him drink 
some warm milk. Oh, just a drop! And the man's face seemed to 
thank her with a small smile. So, every morning, after her father 
left to do his job as a lumberjack, she brought him a few spoonfuls 
of hot milk. Her milk tasted better when she shared it with her only 
friend. 


v 


A few days before the end of February, Marie-Justine's father 
came home from work one evening with a large bandage on his leg. 
He had injured himself with an axe. 


The next day, the wound became infected, and he could not 
return to work. Marie-Justine did her best to look after him. She 
milked their cow, gave a cup to her father and a few drops to her 
friend. Then she boiled some water to clean the wound. Her father 
told her what to do, and she did it with zeal, happy to be of any 
help. 
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But her father's health deteriorated rapidly. 
—We need a doctor, Marie-Justine. It's too serious! 


The next day, the man was delirious. More and more 
horrified, Marie-Justine fell to her knees and began praying 
fervently in front of the defrosted window. There, in the courtyard, 
she was seeing her friend, the snowman, looking at her sadly. After 
a long time on her knees, she decides to go to the nearest village to 
find the doctor. Tit was about ten kilometers away. 


Full of courage, little Marie-Justine put on her coat and 
started running on the white path. It was snowing. She hadn’t 
walked three kilometers when a violent wind picked up. Soon, she 
had to turn back because she knew the dreadful dangers of a 
snowstorm. When, with difficulty, she found her house, the storm 
was raging. As she passed, she sadly said hello to her dear 
snowman who seemed relieved to see her back, safe and sound. 


The night was horrible. The wind howled like a wolf, 
violently shaking the walls and threatening to blow the roof off. 
Marie-Justine threw a few logs into the fireplace and soon felt 
seized by a terrible fever tremor. She'd caught a cold. She went to 
bed. Her dad was delirious. The situation seemed desperate. 


v 


The next day, the storm continued just as violently. Her father 
didn't move. He was hardly breathing anymore. He was going to 
die and so was she. What to do? They were lost. The fire had finally 
gone out. She no longer has the strength to fetch firewood. She was 
discouraged. She couldn’t feel whether her limbs were still alive. 
Outside the storm had finally calmed down. But inside the little 
house, Marie-Justine and her dad were quickly falling asleep in a 
freezing death. 


Suddenly, Marie-Justine heard knocks on the door. A voice 
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was calling: 
—Marc Lupien! Marie-Justine! Are you there? 


But Marie-Justine did not answer. Her mouth, like the rest of 
her body, could no longer move. 


—Marc Lupien, Marie-Justine, are you there? The voice shouted 
again... I'm Dr. Rioux! 


In Marie-Justine's almost lifeless mind, the word "doctor" 
sounded pleasant, but she thought it was too late as she already felt 
herself falling into the depths of unconsciousness. 


Then, as if in a dream, she heard a loud noise. The doctor's 
shoulder has just broken the door. A figure bent over her, touching 
her face. Then, little by little, she felt the house filled with warmth. 
Her body came back to life. The doctor gave injections with a 
hypodermic syringe. He gave medicine to the two patients, and, 
after a few hours, Marie-Justine regained full consciousness. 


—Marie-Justine, it is a miracle that you and your father are still 
alive! A few minutes more and it was death! 


—But who warned you? Who asked you to come to our house? 
Marie-Justine asks. 


—Well... I don't know! Last night, the storm was raging with 
extraordinary violence. I was at home reading. Suddenly, I heard 
a big, hoarse, raspy voice shouting: 


—Doctor, come quickly, Marie-Justine Lupien is going to die... 


I immediately went outside, into the street... No one was 
there! It was impossible to get through the night, through the storm. 
So, I waited for the wind to die down a little... and I came as fast 
as I could with my sleigh. 


—But... So, who warned you? Marie-Justine was repeating, 
bewildered. 
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—TI don't know. Did anyone know you were ill? 
—No! No one! Marie-Justine replied after thinking twice. No one! 
—Let's see, Marie-Justine! I'm not used to hearing ghosts! 


Marie-Justine didn’t reply. As if struck by an incredible idea, 
she got up slowly, walked to the window, and scraped the ice 
crystals with her nails to see outside. 


In the courtyard, the snowman stared at the little wooden 
house. But in Léon’s big black eyes, the snowman, Marie-Justine 
saw an enigmatic smile. 


"In five brief, intensely active minutes, Sophie was changed and made up. 
She disappeared through the service door and returned without hesitation through the large glass 
entrance. " [The Mystery Rendez-vous p.86] 
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-20- 
The visit 


(Christmas Tale) 


en I opened my eyes, it was pitch black. I couldn't make 
out the shadows dancing around me. It took me several 
seconds for my mind to return to nestle in my body, still 
numb from sleep. 


My brain felt like a jigsaw puzzle with a few pieces missing. 
Little by little, each lost piece, every detail of the evening came 
bacl into focus in the painting to give me a clear vision of the situ- 
ation. It was Christmas night. My parents had left me in bed be- 
cause I didn't want to go to church with them. 


I was only six years old. For several months now, my parents 
had been promising me that, for the first time, I would go to 
midnight mass. I was very proud of it. Dad told me: 


— You're a big boy now, my little Popaul. This year you’re coming 
with us. You'll see how wonderful it is to hear these beautiful 
Christmas carols in the middle of the night. Happiness shines in 
people's eyes. They think of the presents they’ re going to find when 
they get home, about turkey with chestnuts and tourtiéres... 


I was so happy to go! Until then, they had me looked after by 
a young girl who needed money. You really have to be poor to work 
on Christmas Eve! But I made the mistake of going to bed at 9:00 
p.m. to be fresh and ready at 11:00 p.m. 


—Come on Popaul, you’ve to get up if you want to come to 
midnight mass with us. If we do not arrive at least fifty minutes 
early, we wont find a seat. Get up quickly, my love! 
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Throughout my childhood, my parents called me by this 
ridiculous nickname. One day, when I was 18, I said, My name is 
Paul! They understood. 


That night I couldn't muster the slightest energy, and, to my 
dismay, I heard my own mouth answer in a pasty voice: 


—I'm sleepy, Mom. I want to stay in bed! 

—How so? Don't want to come anymore? 

—TI'm too tired. I want to sleep! I'll go next Christmas! 
My parents were appalled. 


—What are we going to do? Still, can't we leave him alone? We 
will not find a babysitter at such a late hour! I'll stay with him, my 
father said! 


I heard his voice as if in a dream. 


—No! It's not fair. Popaul is big enough now. He is six years old. 
This is his first sleep... The deepest! We can leave him for an hour 
or two! No danger of him waking up, my mother replied with 
conviction. 


That's how they left me alone, without worrying about the 
incalculable consequences that would fall on their heads... and on 
their hearts, in the event of an accident. To their credit, my dear 
parents were only 25 years old because I was born from a reckless 
experiment between two thoughtless teenagers. I arrived in their 
midst uninvited. They had fun the first day having a baby and play- 
ing mom and dad, but by the next day they were already tired of it. 
Luckily, my grandmother took over at the very beginning. I always 
thought I should have been their brother rather than their son. 


My parents left, probably on tiptoe because I didn't hear 
anything. 
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v 


A good fifteen minutes after they left, a shrill ringing tore the 
calm of the night and snatched me from my sleep. I opened my 
eyes, all surprised. It was completely dark. I couldn't see anything. 
I thought my eyelids hadn't really opened. I remember the efforts I 
made to widen my eyes; without more success. The ringing of the 
phone was twisting my ears. Why didn't Mom and Dad answer? 
Oh, yes? They had gone to midnight mass. I felt like it would never 
stop. My hair began to stand on end, so much this noise horrified 
me. 


—This phone rings louder at night! I thought. 


I was too afraid to get up and walk barefoot in almost total 
darkness to go and answer. Yes, gray rats and white mice! At this 
tender age, we're afraid of rats and mice, just waiting to come and 
nibble our toes like a piece of cheese! 


A streetlamp, jostled by the wind, made the shadows in my 
room dance. 


As soon as the telephone finally fell silent, calm returned like 
a paradise regained. | started drifting into sleep. Before letting my- 
self be completely buried in the depths of the unconscious, I heard 
a key rattle in a lock; a slight and imprecise noise. I raised my head 
to listen carefully. This noise came from the back door, on the gar- 
den’s side. Someone was groping a key in the lock... and... was 
turning carefully. Who was it? Mom and Dad, perhaps? Yet some- 
thing told me it wasn't my parents. I recognized the familiar sound 
of the door slowly opening and closing again, meowing like our 
cat Mistigri. From the depths of my pitch dark bedroom, I could 
see with my ears. Suddenly, as if by magic, the frame of my door 
lit up. Someone had turned on a torch. Then the sound of boots on 
the floor resounded: flac! flac! flac! accompanied by a rustling of 
winter clothing fabrics: frou ! frou ! frou ! 
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—It must be Father Christmas, | thought, without letting myself 
feel the slightest bit of fear. Santa is coming to deliver our presents. 
I'll see that! Super! I'm going to tell this to my "buddies" at school... 
Iam sure they won't believe me! 


Cheerful thoughts came to me like snowflakes on a stormy 
day. I’m a natural optimist. I was getting ready to jump out of bed 
and into the old man's arms, when my mother's words came back 
to me: 


—Popaul, Santa Claus never comes when the children are awake! 
He doesn't want to be seen! 


—Why? 


—TI don't know! my mother replied. He must have some good rea- 
sons... probably! 


From my bed, I could see our entire corridor. The light was 
moving. The walls began to come to life and so did the shadows. 
A patch of light jumped on the walls, on the ceiling, on the floor, 
like a big butterfly in love with freedom. The rectangle of my half- 
open door danced against the wall behind me. 


In the silent house, only the flac! flac! from the shoes, and 
the frou ! frou ! frou ! from the clothes teased silence. Santa's 
shadow, covered in a thick fur coat, appeared at the end of the cor- 
ridor. A toque gave a pointed shape to the black mass. His big fin- 
gers covered the luminous circle of his flashlight to let in only a 
ray of white light through. I could see the pink ring of the bulb 
through the skin of his fingers. 


—Santa is nice, | murmured in my head, my eyes wide open with 
gaiety and my heart full of joy. He's careful not to wake me up! 


Father Christmas entered the living room, where the tree 
stood and the red stockings hung. 
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—RHe's going to drop off the toys, | thought, my eyes full of 
curiosity. 


Without a sound, I put my feet on the carpet and hid under 
the bed. 


—He must not see that I am not sleeping, otherwise he may take 
back his toys and run away! 


Santa's shadow returned to the corridor. The light hesitated 
and wavered for a moment, then the big figure entered my small 
room and leaned over my bed. Santa Claus was so close to me that 
I could have touched his big leather... snowmobile boots... 


—RHold on! So, he didn't come with his red-nosed reindeer? | 
thought. What a joy to see Santa Claus so closely! Mummy and 
Daddy won't believe their ears! 


Hiding under the bed, I saw the boots turn on their heels and 
walk away, leaving large slush tracks: flac! flac! flac! frou! frou! 
frou! 


—It's funny; Santa Claus is a dirty man. If Mummy was there, she'd 
probably scold him for not leaving his dirty boots at the door... But 
anyway, if he took his boots off in every house, he wouldn't finish 
his task before daybreak! 


I made a thousand excuses for the old man. When he came 
into the corridor, I saw him again from head to toe. He walked past 
the dark entrance to the bathroom and on to my parents' bedroom, 
which he entered. I heard a few drawers rattle: 


—He brings presents to Mummy and Daddy... I thought. He puts 
them in the drawer of the dresser. Probably to surprise them. Why 
doesn't he put them in the red stockings, like for me? 


From my hiding place, I heard Santa stirring boxes and 
containers: 
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—What could he be leaving? Maybe some jewelry... Mum puts her 
jewelry in those drawers. 


At last, the shadow came back into the corridor, at a faster 
step, and headed for the back entrance door. When I saw that he 
was going to disappearing, I felt a great pang of regret: "Santa is 
going to leave and I will probably never see him again!" The 
thought crossed my mind to shout at the top of my voice: "Don't 
go away, Santa! Come and give me a hug! I want to tell you 
goodbye!" 


The fear of displeasing him stopped me. I kept silent. I heard 
the meowing of the back door carefully opening and closing again. 
The key turned in the lock... Then, nothing! Silence and darkness 
fell back into the house. Then I felt a violent shiver of fear running 
down my spine: "Maybe there's a mouse hidden in a corner of my 
room..." I leapt out of my hiding place and rush into my bed. I 
pulled my knees up to my chin, and hid my head under the covers. 
"Brrrrrouououou, what a fright I’ve had!" 


I was so excited that I couldn't sleep. A few minutes later, I 
heard the sound of a car, laughter and voices. Mummy and Daddy 
were coming back. Rushed out to meet them: 


—I saw Santa Claus! I saw Santa Claus! He came just now! 


—Ah, that's wonderful! replied my father, taking me in his arms. 
What did he tell you? 


—Nothing. He came in, he came to bring my gift here, in the living 
room, I said as I slipped from my father's arms to rummage through 
my red stockings. 


Burying my little hand in the long sock, I continued: 


—And he brought a present to you too. Go see in the drawers of 
your dresser... in your bedroom... I thought Santa always went 
through the fireplace, but tonight he came through the door. He 
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had the key... He didn't take off his boots... and he soiled 
everything... I said, pointing my little finger at the traces of melted 
snow. 


My parents stared in horror at the dirty boots tracks on our 
Chinese-made Turkish carpet. 


They never left me home alone again. As for the key that my 
parents always hid under the wall of the garden shed, they found 
another hiding place. 


"Santa's shadow, covered with a thick fur coat, appeared at the end of the hallway. A cap gave a 
pointed shape to the black mass. [The visit p.219] 


215 


Laura's aura, 


Table of Contents 


WROGS: cists icis Bat Baxceaw adic Sixty daaeateisnabiise t 
DN Aa 1OW Esc caisc eerashed ns scat ctaliasccans edossh otis vanaledse ris caecn 20 
S INeVer CIVe (ip HOPE aii sasee ati ol aati Soca tases £ 30 
Me MALT AS AUNT A as ba des ec Sesca ey Becrtertya seat ae aseate- tes a uke maha ake mee 38 
© LNG Stole LEM .: 22s cynentecspsasecarsenrncauhshsdaciaadenucabaacanasseutes 75 
6 The mystery rendeZVoOus .0.......cccesceeeseceseceeeeeeeeeseeeeteeeeees 81 
Nae A OTICIAC KG sev testes crocaiteacast ean seiutai dus soneuasenbweacoaseaaeteons 92 
ne CoraG WME CUNO S .7.Sicide haat tunes dar cate natant: 104 
Oo TIGA WANS ace Aish coded teduas caaatiousadined cates aiedeas oh eenioea 114 
VO Te Crossroads xt,.:siec.dscariscttlediiavaslacagiaesiionia acces 124 
MeL Te NES r Saas Sane stpcaut ca Mu nets eae stssaunaeealeueauaiteeoues 139 
ND AO tT elias tarccashaa A etonsleangevaaiitdbd meshegecaaeasachads 149 
1S Autint Fac queline tohsutsscteterstaveqalnas adrianna aes 157 
VATS ClO Wiles: cizech eierlener ti ioe eatieinen este atierohe ae hael 165 
LS The farewell War ty sci. caves vacecsadcys dees ssseaumseereaeadeatenoutens a2 
LG Crpardian ance Session ie tava histiaeuasysiasiual Sa lawiatass 180 
UF MCAS ES ais secat di cad ccteahgelatsksysabyauadectanagecnea ys shade cedemeaennncana 190 
18 The wardrobe of jealousies (Christmas tale) ............:006+ 198 
19 Strange Friendship (children's tale) .......00... eee 204 
20 The visit (Christmas tale) ...........ccccceessecesseeeesseeeessees 209 
Table Of CONCCNES........ccccccecceeceeeteeeeeseeeneteseeeeseecaeeneeeaes 216 


216 


Laura's aura, 


Works by the same author 


¢Le gros lot, a collection of short stories for children published by the Editions 
des Plaines de Saint-Boniface (Manitoba). ISBN: 0-920944-77-9 
¢4 cheval sur les mots, (short story collective) published after a French- 
language literary contest by the British Columbia Writers' Federation under the 
number ISBN: 0-929126-02-S. 
Les Grands dossiers criminels du Canada, Volume | published by the Editions 
Pierre Tisseyre de Montréal. ISBN: 2-89051-402-1. (5" edition) (republished by 
Québec Loisirs in 1992) 
Les Grands dossiers criminels du Canada, Volume 2 under the ISBN: 2-89051- 
429-3. (5" editions) (republished by Québec Loisirs in 1993) 
¢Anthologie de nouvelles francophones de la Céte-Pacifique, (short stories 
collective) ISBN : 978-2-921668-04-0 
¢Le fantéme et autres histoires vraies, (Short story collection) Editions du 
Phare-Ouest, Vancouver, sous l’ISBN 2-921668-05-X 
¢4 la limite de l’Horreur, by Editions des Intouchables de Montréal, ISBN 2- 
89549-166-6. 
C'est arrivé un jour, Les Editions de I’Interligne, Ottawa, 2007. ISBN: 978-2- 
923274-25-6 (Short story collection) 
Recueil de nouvelles 2007, (collective short stories), Les Editions Z'ailées, 
Ville-Marie. ISBN : 978-2-923574-24-0 
¢L'aura de Laura, (collective short stories). Editions PO, Vancouver ISBN : 
978-2-92 1668-30-9 
La légende des légendes. Editions PO Vancouver, ISBN : 978-2-921668-22-4 
(Novel) 
¢Riviere-Rouge. ISBN: 978-2-921668-26-2 (historical novel about the 
Francophone Métis of the West) 

Historical works 
¢La ballade des pendues, Presses de l'Université du Québec, Québec. ISBN : 
978-2-760530-515. (Crime and execution of three Canadian women.) 
¢Catastrophes canadiennes, Les Editions Z'ailées, Ville-Marie. ISBN : 978-2- 
723574-25-9. (Disaster stories.) 
Crimes et Chatiments de Canadiennes, Volume 1 ISBN : 978-2-921668-43-9 
(Crime and execution of three Canadian women.) 
Crimes et Chatiments de Canadiennes, Volume 2 ISBN : 978-2-921668-44-6 
Crime and execution of three Canadian women.) 


217 


Laura's aura, 


¢Dictionnaire des batailles navales franco-anglaises. ISBN : 978-2-7637-8061- 
X. (Les Presses de l'Université Laval) (Strategy and Poliorcetics Book) 
¢Répertoire des combats franco-anglais du Haut Moyen-Age. ISBN : 978-2- 
921668-08-8 (Strategy and Poliorcetics) 

¢Répertoire des combats franco-anglais de la Guerre de Cent Ans 1337-1453. 
ISBN : 978-2-921668-09-5 (Strategy and poliorcetics) 

Repertoire des combats franco-anglais des guerres de la Renaissance, depuis 
la fin de la Guerre de Cent Ans (1453) jusqu’au début de la Guerre de Trente 
Ans (1618) ISBN : 978-2-921668-14-9 (Strategy and poliorcetics) 

¢Combats franco-anglais de la Guerre de Trente Ans (1618-1648) et de la 
Guerre de la Ligue d'Augsbourg (1688-1697). ISBN: 978-2-921668-11- 
8 (Strategy and poliorcetics) 

¢Histoire des Relations diplomatiques franco-anglaises durant la Guerre de 
Succession d’Espagne. ISBN: 978-2-921668-07-1 (Book on Diplomacy, 
Strategy and Poliorcetics) 

Dictionnaire des batailles franco-anglaises de la Guerre de Succession 
d’Autriche. ISBN : 978-2-921668-06-4 (Strategy and poliorcetics) 
¢Dictionnaire des batailles terrestres franco-anglaises de la guerre de Sept Ans, 
published by the Presses de 1’Université Laval, Sainte-Foy, 2006. ISBN : 978- 
2-7637-8334-1 (Strategy and poliorcetics) 

¢Diplomatie franco-anglaise de la Guerre d’Indépendance ameéricaine, 
Pourquoi la France n’a-t-elle pas voulu récupérer le Canada? Suivi du 
Répertoire des opérations militaires franco-anglaises de la Guerre 
d’Indépendance américaine. ISBN : 978-1-312-84190-1 (Diplomacy, Strategy 
and Poliorcetics) 

¢Batailles franco-anglaises de la Guerre de I'Esclavage (1791-1804) et des 
Guerres de la Révolution francaise (1793-1804). ISBN : 978-2-921668-15- 
6 (Strategy and poliorcetics) 

Combats franco-anglais des Guerres du Premier Empire francais. Editions 
PO, Vancouver, ISBN : 978-2-921668-21-7 (Strategy and Poliorcetical Book) 
The Battle of Grand-Coteau (North Dakota) 

Diplomacy in the War of the Spanish Succession 

¢La Bataille du Grand-Coteau (Dakota du Nord) 

Crimes and Punishments of Canadian Women Book 1 

Crimes and Punishments of Canadian Women Book 2 

Diplomacy in the American Revolution ISBN 978-1-387-52632-1 

4100 Anglo-French Sea Battles from 1213 to 1940 

¢Laura’s Aura. 

Memories of a Lifetime, 978-1-312-30867-1 


218 


Laura's aura, 


219 


Laura's aura, 


220 


As Louis Ferdinand Céline said, most people only die at the 
last moment. Others start twenty years early; they are the 
wretched of the earth. Such was the fate of the narrator of 
this book, who became a quadriplegic long before his 
tragic departure from this world. Paradoxically, this old 
man's memory remains a source of enrichment for those 
who know how to read between the lines, an invigorating 
experience. Feeling that the programmed obsolescence of 
his existence, which had already destroyed the motor 
faculties of his body, was beginning to ravage his mind and 
the memories of his life, the narrator set out to revisit his 
distant past, to dust off the already infected store rooms of 
his life, to unearth some of the more salient memories. 


